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Introduction 
Intergenerational relations: · 
a South African research agenda 
Valerie M0ller* 
Guest editor of the special issue 
Intergenerational relations is not a new focus area of study in 
Southern Africa. Trends in changing relationships between 
age cohorts have been traced in family, migration and urban-
ization studies. This special issue of the Southern African 
Journal of Gerontology presents a case for studying inter-
generational relations from a gerontological perspective. The 
issue includes work from leading international gerontologists 
and experts in the field of intergenerational relations writing 
on the United States. Two further contributions come from 
other parts of Africa - Ghana and Kenya. The articles on 
intergenerational relations in South Africa, tellingly, come 
from outside the field of gerontology, a point to be picked up 
below. 
Articles in this issue 
It is fitting that this special issue starts with an article by Vern 
Bengtson and Tonya Parrott. Bengtson and his colleagues 
at the Andrus Gerontology Center at the University of South-
em California pioneered m uch of the work currently being 
undertaken in intergenerational relations. The 1970s gener-
ation gap provided the impetus for launching the University 
of Southern California Longitudinal Study of Generations 
which attracted many researchers to the field of study. In their 
article Bengtson and Parrott discuss five specific issues which 
are central to current US debate about intergenerational 
equity. Targets for intergenerational equity conflicts are cost-
ly programmes which purportedly benefit older age groups at 
the expense of younger ones. However debate ignores or 
trivializes exchanges at the family and community levels. The 
authors draw on data from two large sample surveys, includ-
ing the Southern California Longitudinal Study of Gener-
ations, to illustrate popular viewpoints. The conclusion 
contains advice to Southern African gerontologists based on 
lessons learnt by their US counterparts from the intergener-
ational justice conflicts. 
Alice Rossi reports on a large-scale study of the parent-
child relationship across the life course undertaken with Peter 
Rossi using a Boston probability sample. In her article Rossi 
further develops the social policy implications of findings 
relating to gender differences. The study found that nonnative 
obligations to kin were highly structured although persons 
might not be aware of the "grammar" of such moral ties. A 
* Address correspondence to 
unique method of studying nonnative obligations to kin - the 
vignette technique- was a special feature of the study. A 
striking symmetry emerged in the results of the vignette 
analysis according to kin relatedness. Women described in the 
vignettes consistently evoked more obligation than male kin 
and female respondents also perceived greater obligation 
towards kin. Thus, the female-female bond predominated in 
being associated with elevated obligation levels. Rossi con-
cludes that women have a powerful role to play in ensuring 
that intergenerational ties are not broken. 
Nana Araba Apt and Saija Katila report intergenerational 
support systems in Ghana, with special reference to women 
traders, which provide lessons to be learnt by African geron-
tologists. The authors urge colleagues to seek African solu-
tions to the problems associated with population ageing on 
their continent. In Ghana some of the energies and resources 
of family and community were lost in the course of urbani-
zation and these need to be revitalized. The authors draw on 
case-study material to illustrate three typical indigenous sup-
port systems operating among women traders in Accra which 
build an active role for ageing women. These practices in-
clude gifting of the mother 's business to a daughter in expec-
tation of care in old age, the leasing of space in the domestic 
home, and foster and child-care services to secure income and 
social support after reti ring from the market-place. Similar 
practices may exist in other areas of Africa and need to be 
documented so that they may be incorporated in local social 
welfare policy fonnation. 
Maria Cattell describes intergenerational relationships 
among the Samia of rural Western Kenya drawing on a variety 
of sources including long-tenn anthropological research. The 
paper describes the manner in which intergenerational rela-
tionships provide a stable basis for daily life, and a sense of 
social and cultural continuity in a rapidly changing environ-
ment. Cattell outlines the principles, images and ideals which 
undergird family relations in daily life. Rich insights into the 
intergenerational contracts woven into daily life are also 
gained from an analysis of contexts and patterns of social 
interaction between the generations, the identification of the 
typical persons who become associates, helpers and confi-
dants of the older generation, an examination of the topics and 
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times of natural conversations between generations, and case 
studies of family decision making. 
Catherine Campbell's article gives rare insights into the 
many facets of intergenerational conflict among working-
class urban Africans. Drawing on depth-interview materials, 
she explores the changing notion of respect between the 
generations. Respect is a central aspect of traditional African 
social relationships which prescribes deference towards el-
ders who in tum act as "social guides" for the younger 
generation. The article examines the different viewpoints of 
older and younger generations concerning loss of respect for 
elders, declining competence of elders to guide youth, and 
loss of power and status of fathers. Campbell 's research found 
that female elders were less likely than their male counterparts 
to experience the growing independence of youth and the 
declining authority of elders. Although Campbell cites gener-
ation conflict as a key feature of township life, she interprets 
changing power relations and notions of respect as evidence 
of the transformation rather than the breakdown of the town-
ship family. 
David Everatt and Mark Orkin report on select findings 
from a national probability sample of South African youth 
which have relevance for intergenerational relations. Their 
study of youth fulfils a similar purpose to the multidimen-
sional study of South African elderly (Ferreira, M~ller, Prin-
sloo & Gillis, 1992); both studies collected baseline data on 
special age cohorts whose situation had never been do-
cumented. Everatt and Orkin review survey findings on the 
family and parenting circumstances in which South African 
youth grow up. With a view to possibly overturning some of 
the popular myths of the generation gap, their survey covered 
viewpoints on aspects of intergenerational relations and fam-
ily solidarity, including moral obligations to kin, the value gap 
between generations, and the authority of elders. Results 
showed that most youth, African youth in particular, endorsed 
the concept of the extended family. Childhood circumstances, 
i.e. whether youths had grown up in the care of parents, 
grandparents, or other relatives, were associated with some of 
these viewpoints, including the acceptance or rejection of 
family values. The study found a trend for grandmothers to 
share the burden of child care with their adult daughters, 
particularly in rural areas. Results suggested that grand-
mothers performed almost on a par with mothers, who were 
sole caregivers, in transmitting values of family solidarity. 
The following sections discuss the manner in which South 
African work in the field of intergenerational relations com-
pares to and differs from research carried out elsewhere. The 
possible reasons for similarities and differences are explored. 
A tentative research agenda for future studies of intergener-
ational relations in South Africa is drawn up based on ideas 
gleaned from articles in this issue. 
South African three-generation family studies 
Changing intergenerational relations have typically been stu-
died in the context of three-generation families. To date, 
cross-cultural applications of the construct of family soli-
darity- "the engine driving the pursuit of the common good 
within families" (Roberts, Richards & Bengtson, 1991: 12), 
developed by Bengtson and colleagues (Mangen, Bengtson 
& Landry, 1988), has been limited to a South African study 
of three-generation family households in African townships 
in metropolitan areas. Other work by Mantzaris (1994) is 
under way among Indian families in the Durban area. 
M0ller's ( 1994a) study of 300 urban African families car-
ried out in 1992 confirmed many of the trends found in the 
US three-generation family study conducted in conjunction 
with the National Survey of Black Americans (Taylor, Chat-
ters & Jackson, 1993). It was generally found that family life 
was satisfactory and that the grandparent and parent gener-
ations interacted more frequently with other family members 
than the child generation. The role of the middle generation 
was pivotal in linking the grandparent and grandchild gener-
ations. In the South African case of poor relationships existing 
between the top and middle generation, grandparents and 
grandchildren were closer. The South African study also 
evidenced a high proportion of women in three-generation 
households similar to the US study (the latter explained the 
pattern of early grandmotherhood as a result of two gener-
ations of teenage pregnancy). Educational advantage was one 
of the few generational effects found in the South African 
study and it appeared to be transmitted through the female 
line. Youth whose mothers and grandmothers had attained 
above-average educational levels had the advantage of at-
tending better than average township schools. Although most 
respondents indicated that family relations were good, very 
few activities were shared by three generations. Time-use 
diaries completed by members of the three generations indi-
cated that watching television in the evenings was a possible 
exception. In contrast to rural Kenya where Cattell reports 
conversation and story-telling as family binding activities 
among the Samia, watching television was one of the major 
joint family activities in South African township families as 
it is in many developed countries around the world. However 
the South African grandmother was still the dominant story-
teller in the family, possibly a leftover from the days when 
the African oral tradition featured prominently in everyday 
life (M~ller, 1994b ). 
Legacies of the past: the youth bias in South African 
studies of intergenerational relations 
Although the South African study of three-generation 
families found many commonalities with those undertaken 
among US black families, there are distinctive d ifferences. A 
leading South African social scientist, Ramphele (1992), 
reminds us that the key feature which distinguishes black 
communities in South Africa from those in the United States 
is that the affected community is the majority. In her view, 
the causes of social disintegration - which for present pur-
poses will include the mutual alienation between the youth 
and the older generations- are manifold and include histori-
cal, economic, and human resources factors. Ramphele 
( 1992: 17) notes that "the Sharpeville massacre of 1960 
marked the end of an era in black politics in which young 
people were beholden to adult leadership." The campaign to 
make the townships ungovernable during the 1980s gave 
youth immense power and a driving purpose (Kane-Berman, 
1993). With the advent of democracy following the first 
all-franchise elections of April 1994, the youth require alter-
native goals and role models appropriate to the new era. The 
need for a re-orientation of youth is a distinct focus of inter-
generational studies in South Africa at the level of the family 
and society. 
Elsewhere studies of intergenerational relations have 
usually examined exchanges between two generations and 
three generations. The life-course perspective adopted in the 
work of Rossi and Rossi ( 1990) reported in thi s issue brings 
a more dynamic approach to the study of generation interac-
tions. Regardless of whether two or three generations are 
involved, it is the top generation which is the focal interest in 
these studies. To date, South African intergenerational studies 
have tended to focus on the youth and work up the gener-
ations. This may not be altogether satisfactory from a geron-
to log ical perspective. However, given the curren t 
demographic structure of South African society and the per-
ceived need to re-orient the youth, this approach may be an 
appropriate beginning. Further, youth-centred intergener-
ational studies may have the benefit of attracting social re-
searchers from other disciplines to the field. Given the current 
shortage of gerontologists in Southern Africa, much of the 
work to be covered in intergenerational relations may have to 
be done by social scientists whose primary interests may rest 
with those of the younger or middle generations. 
The legacy of the past is manifest in the South African 
contributions to this issue which bear the indelible mark of 
period effects. Campbell's pre-1990 cameo study of black 
working-class youth and elders shows up facets of the mutual 
alienation between the younger and the older generation, 
which are rooted in the past, while Everatt and Orkin's 
post-1990 nationwide survey of South African youth points 
to the resilience of family ideals in spite of the forces which 
effectively undermined the strength of South African family 
ties. 
Towards a research agenda for the future 
Replication 
Given the dearth of local research on intergenerational rela-
tions, there will be merit in replicating many of the studies 
undertaken elsewhere with appropriate adaptations to allow 
for local conditions. For example, the replication of the 
vignette study, undertaken as a central part of the Boston 
inquiry into family bonds reported by Rossi in this issue, 
might produce interesting insights into the strength of South 
African family ties in the transition period. Very little syste-
matic research has been undertaken to date to map the variety 
and intensity of intergenerational transfers in South Africa. 
Vignette research on moral obligations might shed more light 
on changing views of filial piety under differing externalities. 
It is generally thought that the ideal of filial piety is upheld 
by the younger generation in the black community (cf. also 
Everatt & Orkin in this issue). The baseline study of South 
African elderly (Ferreira et a!, 1992) suggests that financial 
transfers benefit the older generation in the case of black 
South Africans and the younger generation in the case of 
white South Africans -patterns which conform to the Cald-
well ( 1982) thesis of weal th flows. However very little is 
known about how the state old-age pensions earned by the 
majority of black elderly figure in the mutual exchange ar-
rangements in the course of a life time. By the same token we 
do not know the implications for fami ly bonds of a social 
welfare policy which would seek to withdraw the right to a 
state old-age pension. 
Greater depth and precision in family research 
The critical importance of the fami ly as a central institution 
and kinship as a social security network warrants further study 
of intergenerational relations in the family setting. The ma-
jority of intergenerational research at the level of the fami ly 
has focussed on interaction patterns and informal helping 
behaviours, while qualitative aspects of intergenerational re-
lations have been neglected generally. Campbell's study of 
working-class life emphasizes the importance of respect is-
sues in connection with knowledge transfers (cf. also Cattell 
on respect as a cultural ideal in Samia family life). Bengtson's 
earlier work on the developmental stake (cf. Bengtson, Burton 
& Mangen, 1985), which addresses generational differences 
in affective perceptions of family relationships, may provide 
direction for Southern African researchers wanting to tackle 
this aspect of intergenerational relations. 
There is a need for greater precision in South African 
research on intergenerational relations (a lesson to be learnt 
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from Cattell's research in Western Kenya). The three-gener-
ation household studies conducted among black and Indian 
families did not trace blood lines. The majority of multigener-
ation fami lies in South Africa will consist of sons and their 
wives living with their parents (cf. Bester, 1994 ), although 
black females are increasingly forming households on their 
own according to recent observations. Affectional ties be-
tween the generations may be very different if we are dealing 
with blood or marriage ties. In Africa there may be Jess 
evidence of extreme repression of the daughter-in-law in the 
interests of filial piety and veneration of the aged than, for 
example, in Chinese peasant society (Gallin, 1986). However 
anthropological work suggests that African mother and 
daughter-in-law relationships tend to be more strained than 
ones between other dyads. Future research will need to make 
careful distinctions between agnatic and affinal relations. 
A further related research direction concerning role obliga-
tions of blood and other kin is suggested by US findings 
(Taylor et at, 1993; Walls & Zarit, 1991). In black three-
generation families adult children acted as conduits to estab-
lish and sustain informal support networks of elderly persons. 
In the South African case we do not know if this conduit role 
is assigned to daughters , daughters-in-law, the social worker 
in the community, or if it is not filled at all. 
Greater precision is also required in terms of defining the 
generations (cf. also the discussion of conceptual confusions 
between generations and age groups in Bengtson & Parrott's 
article in this issue. Also in this issue Cattell demonstrates 
practical problems of incongruence between age and gener-
ation for respect behaviour) . Studies elsewhere which used 
family lineage as opposed to age status as a basis for deter-
mining generation position revealed substantial age overlap 
in generational categories. By t.his reasoning the older gener-
ation referred to in papers by Campbell, and Everatt and Orkin 
in this issue, are as likely to be grandparents as parents. 
Further systematic research might be directed to disentang-
ling the relationship between intra- and extra-family relation-
ships between the generations. This might call for a 
conceptual distinction to be made between intergenerational 
relations occurring within and outside the family. The youth-
oriented research in this issue suggests in-depth research is 
required to identify appropriate adult mentors for South Af-
rican youth. Various constellations of intergenerational rela-
tions may obtain according to the particular institutional 
affiliation of elders: relations with elders in one's own family 
may be cordial while attitudes to adult leaders in general may 
be strained. Conversely, it is possible that youth from families 
characterized by poor family solidarity who come under the 
tutelage of charismatic external role models may develop a 
high regard for elders and subscribe to fil ial piety. 
Education, gender and surrogate parenting 
The effect of modem education on changing intergenerational 
relations is a recurrent theme in several articles in this issue. 
Both Cattell and Campbell describe the handicap of limited 
education on the part of the older generation in generating 
positive intergenerational exchanges. This is a world-wide 
problem, but it is felt very intensely in rapidly developing 
countries. Bantu education policy, in addition to its many 
shortcomings, may only have succeeded in widening the 
generation gap in the South African case. Future research 
might be usefully directed to examining the educational needs 
of the different generations and programmes to meet these 
needs. 
To date, South Africans have been more concerned about 
extending privileges enjoyed by the ruling minority to other 
sectors of the population. With universal franchise and trans-
3 
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parent government it is envisaged that public debate may shift 
from an exclusive focus on racial divides to intergenerational 
equity, a point amplified by Bengtson and Parrott at the outset. 
In other contributions to this issue, Rossi, Cattell, and Apt and 
Katila raise the issue of gender as an important dimension of 
intergenerational relations and generational equity (cf. also 
Adamchak, Wilson, Nyanguru & Hampson ( 1991) for gender 
aspects of intergenerational transfers in Zimbabwe). The 
Rossi and Rossi (1990) vignette study showed that families 
tended to extend special support to vulnerable persons, who 
were more likely to be females. This pattern may hold in 
African families. Apt and Katila argue that most older African 
women tend to be in a vulnerable position in African society 
which is male-dominated, therefore a gendered perspective 
of provision for old age becomes vitally important. Cattell 
( 1992) points out that many more African women are opting 
for modem solutions to protect their interests in old age. 
However these pioneers need support for their innovative 
behaviour. In South Africa there is a new concern that equity 
issues should also address gender. An appropriate task for 
gerontologists might therefore be to evaluate the impact of 
efforts to redress the inequalities of the past on social security 
benefits accruing to older women. 
A further topic for future research refers to surrogate par-
enthood. Changing relationships between the generations 
have been attributed to changing demographics and mores. A 
general trend in developed countries is for adults to spend 
more years of their lives as grandparents. Trends such as 
higher divorce rates, single parenthood and adolescent par-
enthood have generally resulted in a more active family role 
for grandparents. In the US three-generation studies it was 
found that black grandparents took a more active role in 
parenting grandchildren than their white counterparts and 
were more likely to participate in the administration of disci-
pline (Taylor et al, 1993). In Africa child care is often in the 
hands of elderly women (cf. Tout, 1994, Apt & Katila and 
Everatt & Orkin in this issue, and Burman's current work on 
older coloured caregivers in the Western Cape). The research 
on Ghanaian traders by Apt and Katila demonstrates that 
theoretically child care can secure benefits for both gener-
ations. The findings of the South African youth study by 
Everatt and Orkin suggest that surrogate parenthood might 
pose peculiar problems in shaping future intergenerational 
relations. Burman's ( 1994) work on older coloured caregivers 
also raises questions of cost-shifting and similar policy issues. 
According to the baseline study of the South African elderly 
(Ferreira eta!, 1992:1 06; M01ler, 1993: 15) an estimated 16% 
of rural and 9% of urban black elders live in skip-generation 
households. The rapid spread of the AIDS disease in Africa 
may increase the number of skip-generation households in 
which older women will play the role of surrogate parents. 
Further theoretical and practical research is required to pre-
pare the older generations to take up the challenge of surro-
gate parenting and grandparenting under changing 
circumstances. 
Broader societal issues in intergenerational relations 
At this juncture in South African history, intergenerational 
research must be extended beyond the family to the national 
arena. In their article Bengtson and Parrott deal with macro-
level intergenerational relations and their policy implications 
which are particularly pertinent to the current debate on the 
reconstruction and development of South Africa. Public con-
cern in South Africa is currently concentrated on the question 
of how to expend limited state funds to achieve the greatest 
common good. 
Benefits to elderly people constitute by far the largest 
portion of all social security spending paid out of general 
revenue. Of the R 12 billion allocated for welfare in the 
1994/95 fiscal year, 86% will go to grants, mainly social 
pensions, leaving little for other needs to be met from the same 
budget. The non-contributory state old-age pension may be 
unique in Africa and is a legacy of the past, although parity 
in the amounts paid out to black and white elders was only 
achieved in 1993. The recent introduction of free health care 
for pregnant women and children under six, and school feed-
ing schemes and free schooling for up to nine years- still to 
be introduced - are examples of new benefits targeting the 
younger generations. To our knowledge public opinion polls 
to date have not assessed popular views on the fairness of state 
expenditures in terms of older and younger target groups. The 
introduction of new benefits which compete with "old" state 
expenditure might be a good time to test general views on the 
optimal mix of benefits accruing to the generations. 
Of direct import to the generational equity debate is 
whether the existing state old-age pension system should be 
continued or phased out and replaced with a contributory 
pension scheme. One viewpoint is that the present pension 
payout system operates fairl y efficiently to redistribute 
wealth. As a large proportion of South Africans elders live 
with their children and grandchildren, government transfers 
to the elderly should theoretically benefit entire families 
rather than individuals. Recent studies have confirmed that 
pensions add value to the incomes of larger households. 
Research by Ardington and Lund (1994) in KwaZulu/Natal 
province shows that income from old-age pensions reaches 
many of the poorest South African households and improves 
their standard of living. 
Information on the degree to which state transfers support 
or undermine family networks of mutual assistance is vital for 
social welfare policy formation. At the family level, the study 
of intergenerational relationships typically looks at interac-
tion and activity patterns, value consensus, affectional ties 
and support transactions. Gerontologists study these ex-
changes with a view to predicting levels of security for future 
generations: it is feared that strained intergenerational rela-
tions might translate into the breakdown of filial piety. Further 
micro-level research is needed to evaluate the role that pen-
sion income plays in intra-household financial transfers and 
other aspects of intergenerational exchanges including affec-
tion, assistance, fi lial piety and respect for the aged, as well 
as the self-worth of the e lderly . 
Apt and Katila make a strong plea to weigh the benefits of 
introducing new policy without due regard for workable 
solutions embedded in the old order. Their research highlights 
the wisdom of Ghanaian women who invest in the younger 
generation in order to secure their old age. The informal 
exchange practices described by Apt and Katila are facets of 
the mutual family support system which is the hallmark of 
African intergenerational re lations. A future task for Southern 
African gerontologists will be to document the corresponding 
local practices so that they can be taken into consideration in 
the formulation of appropriate social welfare policy. 
In this issue Bengtson and Parrott refer to the crucial role 
of media images in disseminating intergenerational messages. 
This is an area which is under-researched in Southern Africa. 
Media research to foster positive intergenerational relations 
offers exciting prospects. Apparent is the need for the media 
to make greater distinctions between the situation of the 
oldest-old and the young-old. South African pensioners and 
retired persons tend to be depicted as benign but impotent 
without regard to further distinctions between age cohorts and 
status of health. This image is incongruent with the popular 
campaign to empower all sectors of the population including 
older persons. Similarly, many misconceptions of the burden 
which the elderly make on society are perpetuated through 
the media. Lawton (1992) cites housing as an excellent 
example of how benefits putatively allocated to older people 
in fact more often than not subsume family members of all 
ages. In South Africa, a similar claim might be made for the 
state non-contributory pension which boosts family as well as 
individual income. 
lntergenerational programmes for Africa 
In Western countries, where the majority of the elderly live 
away from their children, intergenerational programmes are 
seen as a means to compensate for regular contact in the home. 
From an African perspective, some would question the need 
for intergenerational programmes given the extended family 
system. In South Africa, it is envisaged that intergenerational 
programmes will serve a different purpose from the ones they 
meet in Western society. South Africa 's reconstruction and 
development will require a concerted effort by people of all 
ages. It is hoped that intergenerational programmes will pro-
duce the energy to tackle some of the urgent tasks lying ahead. 
Whereas intergenerational programmes in First World coun-
tries tend of necessity to rely on the initiative of a single 
enthusiastic individual and informal support (Angel is, 1992), 
intergenerational programmes launched as part of the South 
African reconstruction and development programme can 
count on much broader formal state and community support. 
An integrated approach to development envisages pro-
grammes with multiple objectives and multiple target groups, 
including members of different generations. Public works 
programmes coupled with a youth service corps and educare 
programmes run in conjunction with other social services are 
practical examples of intergenerational bridging programmes 
which simultaneously address the training and empowerment 
needs of the elderly and youth. Ideally, such programmes 
would provide employment and infrastructure benefits to the 
entire community (cf. HSRC, 1994; Budlender, 1994: 129). A 
task for gerontologists, probably as members of a multidisci-
plinary team, would be to evaluate the mutual benefits to 
young and old deriving from intergenerational programmes 
of this nature. 
An open intergenerational relations research agenda 
The task of researching intergenerational relations in South-
em Africa has hardly begun. The work brought together in 
this issue suggest a wealth of research ideas still to be ex-
plored. The above list of research tasks does not presume to 
be exhaustive. It is merely an attempt to outline the numerous 
possibilities which are open to South African researchers 
willing to take up the challenge. It is hoped that prospective 
researchers in South and Southern Africa wi ll learn from and 
become inspired by the authors writing in this issue. Readers 
are encouraged to participate in basic and applied research in 
intergenerational relations which could contribute to har-
mony between people of all ages. 
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Abstract 
"Justice across generations" lws become a policy issue 
throughout the Western-industrial world during the past de-
cade. Debate about intergenerational equity involves the 
distribution of resources and obligations across age groups 
and generations. Our analysis suggests that debate centres 
around five specific issues: ( 1) Conceptual confusions be-
tween age groups and family generations; (2) disagreements 
over the meaning of "equity"; (3) arguments about whether 
supporting the old is an unbearable public cost; (4) differing 
opinions about familial expectations, obligations and bur-
dens; and (5) discrepancies between media coverage and 
empirical evidence on intergenerational relations. While 
these issues first surfaced in the United States, it can be 
expected that such disputes will arise in many other nations 
with similar economic environments, demographic profiles, 
and public sentiment regarding welfare and entitlement 
spending. We conclude by examining the potential for in-
creased intergenerational solidarity as an outcome of discus-
sions about equity. 
"Justice across generations" has become a policy issue 
throughout much of the Western-industrial world during the 
past decade (Myles & Quadagno, 1992; Thomson, 1993; 
Walker, 1993). Scholars and policy analysts have questioned 
the fairness of the distribution of resources and obligations 
across age groups (Preston, 1984; Callahan, 1987), and pol-
iticians and popularizers have predicted age-group conflict 
caused by an ageing and dependent population (Longman, 
1987; Lamm, 1985). The targets for "intergenerational 
equity" advocates are government programmes benefiting 
older age groups which are financed by contributions from 
the current working-age population. These programmes are 
seen as jeopardizing the economic welfare of younger age 
groups and costing middle-aged groups too much, especially 
in terms of the tax burden which these groups face (e.g. 
Kotlikoff, 1992). However debate has virtually ignored or 
trivialized the exchanges that occur at the private level of 
families and individual community service (see Bengtson & 
Harootyan, 1994). As a consequence, intergenerational rela-
tions in the United States have been cast in a negative light 
and with an uncertain future. 
In South Africa, after the excitement surrounding the recent 
free elections is re-directed toward the larger task of oper-
ationalizing campaign goals, it is plausible that the "inter-
* Address correspondence to 
generational justice" claim will be felt as well. Perhaps les-
sons learned by gerontologists during the US experience can 
be constructive to South Africans dealing with high old-age 
pension costs and increasing pressure for adequate housing, 
electricity, education, and employment opportunities for all 
age groups. In this paper we suggest that, at least in the United 
States recently, conflicts around "intergenerational equity" 
reflect five specific issues: (1) Confusions between ex-
changes and support within families and those that occur 
between age groups; (2) disagreements over what should be 
the standard for a fai r distribution of societal resources be-
tween groups; (3) arguments about whether financing the 
welfare of society's oldest members will "doom" the econ-
omic health of our nation and the prosperity of future gener-
ations; (4) differing opinions about what can be expected of 
family members and what is an unfair burden on them; and 
(5) discrepancies between media coverage and empirical 
evidence on the nature of intergenerational relations. While 
these issues may have first surfaced in the United States, it 
can be expected that such disputes will arise in nations with 
similar economic environments, demographic profiles, and 
public sentiment regarding enti tlement and welfare spending. 
We conclude by examining the potential for increased inter-
generational solidarity, rather than conflict, as an outcome of 
discussions about equity across age groups. 
The issues explored in the following pages are of relevance 
to gerontological researchers and policy makers in South 
Africa because social changes - so visible in the region 
recently - and the demographic realities of population ageing 
may soon require a renegotiation of the obligations and ex-
pectations across age groups, families and individuals. There 
are, of course, differences in the age structures of the US and 
South Africa: in the US persons 65 years and older represent 
12,6 '7o of the population, while in South Africa they represent 
less than 4 %of the population. America is an ageing society 
but South Africa is still a youthful one- persons age 15 and 
younger comprise nearly 40 % of the population (M011er, 
1994). There are, however, some important similarities be-
tween the two countries: both have diverse ethnic sub-popu-
lations and social conditions contributing to income 
inequalities between and within groups; both are traditionally 
"individualistic" cultures, with the collectivistic orientations 
of a "welfare state" repugnant to many in the electorate. Our 
hope is that the discussion to follow concerning the negotia-
tions of social change and population ageing in the United 
Prof. Vern L. Bengtson, Ethel Percy Andrus Gerontology Center, University of Southern California, 37 15 McClintock Avenue, Suite 208. 
Los Angeles, California 90089-0191, United States of America. 
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States will promote debate and analysis by South African 
scholars on these future concerns, as the country prepares to 
face a changing social contract between population sub-
groups, the government, and the responsibilities and obliga-
tions between the two. 
Conceptual confusions: age groups vs 
generations 
Conceptual confusions blur the intergenerational equity de-
bate over the fair distribution of resources and burdens (Las-
lett, 1992; Bengtson & Murray, 1993). The term "generation" 
is frequently but incorrectly used to represent both age groups 
(birth cohorts) and family lineages. The result is that debates 
over important policy issues become imprecise and attempts 
at measuring attitudes about "intergenerational equity" are 
often sloppy. Part of the confusion over what is fair in ~~eri­
can society stems from this lack of conceptual preclSlon -
which "generations" do we mean? 
The multiple meanings reflected in the term "generation" 
can be seen in a recent volume explicitly dedicated to defining 
what justice across generations means in the United States 
(Cohen, 1993). For example, various authors in the _v~lu~e 
use the term "generation" liberally without ever deftmng tt, 
applying the term to aggregates of different age groups or 
cohorts individuals and their families, or both. Which "gener-
ations" 'are the focus? The contributors to this volume, sensi-
tive as they are to issues of "equity," appear to have difficulty 
defining the other half of the concept "generations." These 
conceptual confusions will continue to disable productive 
discussion and empirical assessment of justice and equity 
between "generations" unless we answer the question of 
which generations we mean. In tum, att~mpts ~o d~velop 
public policies that benefit multiyle gene~a~wns wtll fat! u~ttl 
we determine which generattons pohctes are targetmg 
(Tynes, 1994 ). Table I summarizes disti~ction~ be_t~een the 
popular term "generation" and the soctal SCienttfic terms 
which distinguish the contexts in which the concept of" gener-
ation'' is used. (For further discussion of terminology in this 
area see Bengtson, Cutler, Mangen & Marshall , 1985.) 
Table 1 
Which generation? Principle terms used in social and 
policy analysis 
Popular term Precise concept Operational- Level of 
ization analysis 
Generation Age cohort 5 or 10-year Macrosocial 
birth group level 
Generation Kinship lineage Social/biological Microsocial 
descent succession level 
Generation Age group Multi-year birth Macrosocial 
cohort level 
Source: Bengtson (1993). 
What do we mean by "equity"? 
In addition to confusion regarding which generation equity 
debates are about, there is no agreed-upon meaning or stand-
ard of equity. We do not share a common basis from which 
to judge the fairness of situations, resou~ce distri_buti~ns, or 
expectations and obligations (for illustration of this pomt see 
Laslett & Fishkin, 1992). Equity may be defined as the norm 
that social rewards and benefits should be distributed in a fair 
fashion. But does equity mean that the goal of public policy 
should be to ensure equal distribution of public spending on 
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all age groups, or only on those most in need within each age 
group (Kingson & Williamson, 1993)? Does an equitable 
distribution of resources guarantee equal treatment of all age 
groups? Is an equitable familial exchange one that is baJ.~n~ed 
with reciprocal transfers of resources (Dowd, 1975), or ts It a 
familial exchange that occurs when there is a need (Eggebeen 
& Hogan, 1990), regardless of whether or not the exchange 
is reciprocated? How can a notion of fairness be applied to 
family relationships where expectations and obligations 
change as people age and their positions within the gener-
ational chain shift (see Bengtson, Rosenthal & Burton, 1990)? 
Differing answers to these questions exist because citizens 
endorse values that are sometimes contradictory. For 
example, Americans are noted for the high value they place 
on individualism and independence but they also value sup-
port of dependent populations; Americans encourage strong 
intergenerational bonds while at the same time supporting 
policies that work against the wellbeing of families. These 
contradictory values are enforced through normative expec-
tations and standards of behaviour surrounding personal re-
sponsibility, duty, altruism and social reciprocity (Gouldner, 
1960). Policy makers and researchers disagree over how to 
operationalize these normative standards and apply them to 
public policies and family relations (see Aaron, Mann & 
Taylor, 1994 ). Operationalizing intergenerational equity 
either as a policy objective or as a guidingframework has very 
different implications for various age groups and family 
members, and consequently for relations between them. If 
intergenerational equity is a policy objective, then legislation 
might specifically aim to make resource distributions fair 
despite need or outcome; on the other hand if it is a guiding 
framework , then intergenerational equity might be only one 
principle among many that is J.ISed in policy formulation and 
evaluation of outcomes. Generational equity disputes thus far 
have been about outcomes and approaches: one goal is to 
reduce the perceived inequity in the current distribution of 
public resources between the old and young, includi~g a 
reduction in welfare spending on the old; another goal IS to 
use an intergenerational perspective when setting the policy 
agenda so that the mutual needs of the old and young ~re 
addressed. In the United States, the goal of resource redis-
tribution has captured a great amount of public attention and 
driven political debates. 
"Scapegoating": are the costs of supporting the 
old unbearable? 
Intergenerational equity has been used as a rallying cry for 
politicians and activists aiming to redistribute and restructure 
the current distribution of public resources benefiting the old 
and young (Walker, 1993; Kingson & Williamson, 1993). 
The central question which these equity advocates raise is, 
"Will financing the aging of America and its oldest members 
doom the economic health of our nation and the prosperity of 
future generations?" They definitively answer yes, and make 
the following points: 
(l) The ageing of the American population will overwhelm 
the nation's public pension system of Social Security, 
leaving behind a battered and broken programme with 
little left for when the current working population retires 
(e.g. Buchanan, 1983; Makin, 1988). 
(2) The American demographic profile, with its increasingly 
large elderly population, will bankrupt Medicare, ~he 
nation's health-care system for the elderly, robbmg 
younger age groups of scarce health-care resources (e.g. 
Callahan, 1987; Pear, 1991 ). Not only do the elderly use 
more health-care resources than other age groups but 
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they participate in a national health-insurance system 
which other age groups do not receive. 
(3) The retirement age in the US is falling, with seniors 
electing to retire earlier than their predecessors. This 
trend is occurring at a time when older workers are 
needed in the American workforce; thus, early retirement 
is considered selfish behaviour on the part of the elderly 
(e.g. Callahan, 1987; D'Antonio, 1993). 
( 4) There is some evidence of waning support for the Ameri-
can welfare system (e.g. Murray, 1984; Stoesz & Karger, 
1992). 
However there is evidence to the contrary suggesting these 
four points do not prove that the elderly are ruining the 
American economy. Instead, it has been argued that the 
elderly have become the scapegoats for economic hard times 
(Binstock, 1983). Evidence against the above four points 
includes the following: 
Social Security. Despite campaigns to undermine the cross-
class support of the US Social Security system (Quadagno, 
1992), it is economically viable at present and operating with 
a large surplus. Recent estimates suggest the system will 
function well into the late 2020s as the large baby-boom birth 
cohort (those born between 1946 and 1964) retires and begins 
to receive benefits. While steps were taken in the mid-1980s 
to build up the Social Security reserves precisely for the 
expected increase in pay-outs brought on as the baby boomers 
retire, the pay-outs to future retirees will be less than those 
received by earlier retirees relative to the amounts they con-
tributed (Aaron, Bosworth & Burtless, 1989). This is the case 
not because the elder! y are receiving more than their fair share 
of social support resources, but rather because any new pay-
as-you-go pension system inevitably pays more out in bene-
fits to early recipients than it does to later recipients once the 
system has matured. Moreover, recent changes to the Social 
Security system have raised the age at which full-retirement 
benefits will begin (based on life-expectancy predictions), 
and there have been increases in the taxes that wealthier 
elderly persons now pay on greater proportions of their bene-
fits. The problems of the Social Security system, as well as 
other entitlement programmes, will affect younger gener-
ations who will suffer if the benefits are not scaled back by 
the next decade. It is the size of the baby-boomer cohort and 
the level of the benefits entailed, rather than the lack of elder 
responsibility for contributing to the system, that will cause 
strains on the public pension system for future groups of 
retirees. 
Health-care costs. Health care is a real and costly concern for 
the United States but not because the elderly receive Medicare 
health coverage. Rather, the costs of health care have risen 
sharply and uncontrollably for many years and for all age 
groups (Aaron, I 99 I). Limiting the amount of health care 
elders receive will not increase the amount of health-care 
resources young children are given. Policy in the US is not 
rational enough to guarantee that health-care spending cut 
from one area is directly shifted to health-care spending in 
another area (Binstock, 1993). Moreover, age-based rationing 
is not a defendable alternative given our ethical and moral 
traditions; there is clear support against such an option 
(Smeeding, Battin, Francis & Landesman, I 987). The real 
issue is whether to extend health-care coverage universally to 
all age groups, and it is this issue which American politicians 
and interest groups are struggling over currently in the na-
tion's legislative committees. Past attempts to achieve univer-
sal health coverage and cost-contained health costs have 
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failed; it remains to be seen if partisan politics once again get 
in the way of health-care reforms directed toward these ends. 
Retirement age. It is true that the retirement age in America 
is falling, as it is in many industrialized nations, but this social 
reality is more a consequence of technological changes and 
early retirement incentive policies than selfishness on the part 
of the elderly (Quinn, Burkhauser & Myers, 1990). The shift 
in American employment from goods to services, and the 
adoption of new, knowledge- and computer-intensive techno-
logies have left many untrained older workers behind (see 
Myles & Quadagno, 1992). 
Support f or welfare. Overall, there is surprisingly strong and 
consistent support for the American welfare system. Support 
varies by political affiliation, income and perceived "deserv-
ingness" of welfare recipients but not by age (Day, 1990: 
Lomax Cook & Barrett, 1992). Persons of all ages express 
support for the American welfare system which includes 
Social Security, Medicare and Medicaid (health care for the 
very poor of all ages), and there is evidence to suggest that 
the system is here to stay (Marmor, Mashaw & Harvey, 1990). 
The baby boomers. America has successfully weathered the 
great demographic challenge that the baby boomers (the birth 
cohort resulting from high fertili ty rates from 1946-1964) 
presented as children and young adults moving through the 
educational system and now entering middle-age (Russell , 
1982; Easterlin, 1987). There is no reason to believe that 
American society wi ll not be able to adapt as the baby 
boomers move into old age. Demographics are not destiny, 
and we have more than 15 years to prepare for the first wave 
of baby-boom retirees around the year 20 I 0. 
In summary, despite attempts to scapegoat the elderly as the 
cause for economic troubles, the elderly are not the cause of 
current deficits and rising health-care costs, nor will they 
ultimately be the cause of the success or failure of the Ameri-
can welfare system. Much larger economic and social forces 
are at the root of these conditions, namely low rates of private 
and public savings, slowed growth and productivity, a trade 
deficit and a looming national deficit (Aaron et at, 1989; 
Kotl ikoff, I 992). Are the elderly, however, responsible for 
the burdens facing many families who must care for their 
ageing parents? Do they hold unjustified and unfair expecta-
tions of their children? It is to these issues of equity at the level 
of family relations that we now tum. 
Familial expectations, obl igations and burdens 
The concept of intergenerational equity is applicable to the 
expectations, obligations and burdens operating within the 
microsocial context of the family. Until recently, exchanges 
that occurred within families were not included in the inter-
generational equity debate, and confl icts arising over expec-
tations among family members were not legitimated as part 
of the broader policy debate over justice. However, efforts 
have been made to incorporate the domain of fami ly obliga-
tions into the intergenerational equity framework, and to 
legitimate private exchanges within fam ilies that contribute 
to the welfare of individuals (e.g. Bengtson & Harootyan, 
1994 ). To that end, researchers have tried to measure the 
monetary value of private transfers of time, help and volun-
teer activities between family members, in an attempt to show 
how such exchanges contribute to the balance between inter-
generational expectations and obligations between age 
groups and family members (Kronebusch & Schlesinger, 
1994). 
\ 
Despite attempts to demonstrate the amount of exchanges 
that occur between family members of different ages, new 
circumstances are arising which strain intergenerational rela-
tions and public policy towards fami lies. First, the current 
care needs of the elderly population are projected to increase 
as elders live longer with chronic, functionally disabling (but 
not life-threatening) diseases. Questions have arisen as to how 
much care can be expected of family caregivers who already 
provide an estimated 80 % of care to the elderly. Some 
state-level policies have attempted to legislate family caregiv-
ing by making children legally responsible for the care and 
medical expenses of parents, but these filial responsibility 
laws are rarely enforced because of the ethical issues they 
raise about the bonds within fami lies and the right of the 
government to impose standards on the family unit (Bulcroft, 
Van Leynseele & Borgatta, 1989). Thus not only is there 
tension in some families over who is responsible for care, but 
also there is a hesitance on the part of government to tell 
family members what they ought to do for each other. It is 
possible that such "compulsory altruism" could be used by 
government to avoid more federal expenditures on the old 
(Walker, 1993). 
Second, there is a growing concern among younger aged 
adult children that their parents "expect too much" of a 
sacrifice from them, especially in terms of financial assistance 
in old age. To the contrary, however, survey data reveal that 
family members do not expect undue burdens of each other, 
and. in fact , parents expect less of adult children and more of 
themselves than adult children think their parents expect or 
they feel obligated to provide (Lawton, Silverste in & Bengt-
son, 1994 ). These inaccurate perceptions can cause tension 
and disagreement when they are not expressed and clarified. 
And, unfortunately, Americans do not usually express norma-
tive expectations of elderly parents or adult children; perhaps 
this fai lure to communicate familial expectations is why there 
is more perceived tension than actually found in families 
regarding generational obligations and expectations. 
Third, familial expectations about co-residency between 
parents and adult children is becoming a critical issue, and the 
equity of these liv ing arrangements is relatively unknown. 
Co-residency offers more opportunity for conflict between 
generations to occur, but it also allows for intergenerational 
transfers of resources. In the United States a strong emphasis 
is placed on independent living for parents and adult children, 
but the US 1990 Census showed that approx imately a third of 
unmarried elderly persons shared households with their child-
ren or other related generations (Goldsche ider, Biddlecom & 
McNally, 1994). Reality does not match the norm in these 
cases. In South Africa, there is a much stronger norm for 
shared living arrangements, with more than 90 ~o of urban 
black older persons residing in multigenerational households 
(Ferreira, M01Ier, Prinsloo & Gillis, 1992). Researchers are 
just beginning to understand the shared responsibilities, 
un ique conflicts, and exchanges of support that occur in these 
familial living arrangements. Economic necessity, inter-
generational dependency, or fam ilial obl igation are possible 
reasons for these types of living arrangements, and each 
reason may have different implications for the quality of 
family relationships and perceptions of intra- and intergener-
ational equity. 
These three issues - family caregiving, expectations of 
financial assistance. and co-residency- reflect conflicts be-
tween expectations and obligations. These types of fami ly-
level issues are similar to public policy debates over 
intergenerational equity, and both have been turned into sen-
sational topics by the infl uential American media. The media 
has added to the power of advocates wanting to curb welfare 
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spending under the guise of " intergenerational equity" by 
making justice across generations and age groups a theme in 
many news stories, bringing the notion of inequity into every 
American household. 
The media, the facts, and the discrepancies 
between the two 
A headline in the Los Angeles Times asked, " Is it fa ir to tax 
20-somethings to pay Social Security and Medicare for their 
great-grandparents?" (Pinkerton, 1994). This type of pointed 
and one-sided commentary is standard fare in the United 
States press (Marshall , Lomax Cook & Marshall, 1993). 
Similar headlines have wamed that the elderly are greedy 
geezers who are not "footing the bill" for their own costs to 
society (Rosenblatt, 1992), and that "generational econo-
mics" (Samuelson, 1994) are leading to a "financial tug of 
war" between generations (Galloway, 1992). The cover story 
for Worth magazine said, "They fed you. They clothed you. 
They love you madly. ARE YOUR PARENTS ROBBING 
YOU BLIND?" (Weisberg, 1992). A Sunday newsmagazine 
cover s tory continued the theme: "Golden oldies: The WWII 
generation got it all. What's left for the rest of us?" (D' Anto-
nio, 1993). 
These media images of intergenerational equity confl icts 
are dramatic , and their use can be a powerful political tool that 
helps shape sentiment and form public opinion (Edelman, 
1988). And, at times, the media can be a source of biased 
information. Pitting the old against the young ignores the 
diversity within each group as well as the heterogeneity of 
their needs. The media crusade aimed at identifying inequities 
has contributed to the myth that equity between age groups 
means that funds should be diverted from the elderly to the 
young, thereby solving all of our nation's economic problems. 
This over-simplifies the true economic issues, and does so at 
the expense of achieving real reform in programmes that 
benefit all age groups. Rather than assessing the successful 
outcomes of old-age programmes for the elderly, their 
families and different age groups, all old-age welfare pro-
grammes are deemed too costly. 
The empirical evidence suggests that actual public senti-
ment differs from the tone portrayed in news stories (Bengt-
son & Harootyan, 1994): that is, there is little evidence based 
on national probability surveys of a "war" going on between 
" the generations." The rhetoric in the mass media does not 
match the reality (Marshall eta/, 1993). We report below two 
empirical studies relevant to perceptions of age-group in-
equalities and policy inequities: one a nationwide, cross-sec-
tional survey of birth cohorts; the second, a longitudinal study 
of three-generation fam ilies. 
Are younger cohorts in conflict with older cohorts over 
policy issues across age groups? 
In 1990 the American Association of Retired Persons (AARP) 
fie lded a nationwide survey of I 500 adults, ages 18 to 90, to 
examine perceptions of inter-age inequities and potential 
conflicts. It was intended to explore various aspects of con-
temporary "linkages" between age groups and to discern 
areas in which intergenerational and intercohort stresses or 
conflicts may exist. The study focussed on assistance, emo-
tional and financial links between adult generations, and on 
the prevailing attitudes, values and opinions that are related 
to these behaviours among different birth cohorts. 
Data from these respondents provide little ev idence of 
perceived conflicts between age groups in contemporary 
American society (see Bengtson & Harootyan, 1994). The 
issues that have been the focus of discussions of tensions and 
conflict between cohorts have been economic issues. usually 
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framed as issues of " intergenerational equity." Equity was 
defined in the survey as the relative wellbeing of different age 
groups, and the equitable distribution of government benefits 
among them. 
To what extent are there perceptions of general inequalities 
between age groups, and do these perceptions vary by age of 
those responding (see Figure I)? First, participants were 
asked to compare age groups in terms of which is the "worst 
off financially" in today ' s American society. The respondents 
were almost equally divided in terms of targeting children or 
the aged; in fact, one in ten saw both groups as well off, and 
another one in ten saw both as badly off. Overall about 33 % 
agreed that children are worse off, while 33 % agreed that 
older people are worse off. Of interest is the finding that older 
adult respondents (those 65+) were the least likely, among the 
three age groups ( 18-49; 50-64; 65+ ), to target older adults as 
the worst-off age group today. 
Figure 1 
Perceptions of current age group inequalities and ine-
quities: financial status, governmental assistance and 
life changes 
30% 40% 50"· 
/lo. Comp.turfl g ag e groups, w rncf\ rs the worst on tinancrally toda r 
0 " 20% 4 0> 50% 
• Suong., Agree ,-:, :;.Jmewhal Agree 
Source: AARP "Generational Linkages" Survey (1990). 
Which age group is perceived as receiving an inequitable 
amount of government benefits? The respondents ' answers 
here were surprising. Fewer than one in five felt that any age 
category received "more than their fair share." And of those 
who did perceive inequities, the advantage was not to the 
elderly. In fact, only 18 % of all respondents felt that the 
elderly receive "more than their share of government pro-
grams and tax benefits." Of interest is that elderly respondents 
(age 65+) endorsed this opinion more often than the other age 
groups (20 ',o). Moreover, 18 %felt that children and youth 
receive more than their fair share. The strongest endorsement 
was by those aged 65+ (22% ), the second by those aged 50-64 
(19 %), and the third by the 18-49-year group (17 c,o). 
Are there also perceptions of differences in the oppor-
tunities and life chances available to different age groups? 
Only one in three respondents did agree that "My parents' 
generation had a better standard of living than my generation 
has.". And what is interesting is that those persons of ages 
18-49 endorsed this item less frequently (34 %) than did the 
o ldest age group (37 t;(;)- the latter referring to parents born 
at about the turn of the century. But with regard to oppor-
tunities for youth today, less than one in ten respondents 
disagreed with the statement, 'There's little opportunity for 
young people to achieve a better life than their parents." 
Another issue in the "generational justice" debate concerns 
the financial burden of support to the elderly, compared to 
other age groups (see Figure 2). Here again perceptions of 
different age groups are important, and the survey responses 
may be surprising. What are the perceptions of the relative 
cost of governmental programmes for older persons and then 
for children and youth, compared to other age groups? Three 
in ten respondents agree that "Federal programs that provide 
benefits to older persons are too costly" (the age group which 
agrees most strongly- 35 % -are those 65+ ). But almost the 
same number feel that "programs for children and youth" are 
"too costly" as well. Again, the o ldest age group is most in 
agreement (3 1 c;( ). 
Figure 2 
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groups: costs to government and families 
c· . to% 20•. 3C", 4 0... so-~.. st. ·" 70"~ so .... 
A ~Federal programs for older persons are loo cosily.· (0981 
18· 49 ~~~c~·-
50·64 
65+ 
8 •f ederal programs lhat prOVld8 biOtiiiS for Chlldftn and youth art IC<ol c. 1Uy e 1099) 
18 ·49 !!!!!!!!~=--=-
50-64 
65+ 
C. "PI , •dmg C&J-" for ok:Jer parents 1 I( •' much of a burden for their famlhf-,1 • [09 4] 
1 8·491!!!!!~~~.:::::-
50·64 
65+ - -=·----~-. 
0 ~cn1ld r .tre cosls are too much ol a burden lor many famtlies • [09JJ 
18·49 
50·64 65+ iiiiiiiiiiiiiii 
... 1( .... _ 20% 30% 4 0% 50 " 60% 70 .. 80 • 
• Strongly Agree -~ SomE hat Agree 
Source: AARP "Generational Linkages" Survey (1990). 
What about family resources and the perceived burden of 
providing support for older versus younger members? Half 
the respondents felt that "Providing care for older parents is 
too much of a burden for thei r families." The oldest age group 
endorsed this item more highly than the others (51 %). Six out 
of ten respondents felt that "Providing care for chi ldren is too 
much of a burden for their families." Here 61 % of the oldest 
generation endorsed this item. By comparing responses to the 
items discussed above, it can be seen that "burden" is per-
ceived to be greater for families than for government when 
questions of age-group dependencies are the topic, and that 
the oldest respondents do not respond in favour of their own 
potential self-interest. 
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Two other perceptions of respondents in this survey are 
important. Should all people over age 65 pay a larger share of 
their medical costs than they do today? Less than one in ten 
respondents surveyed responded affirmatively, in striking 
contrast to what "intergenerational equity" advocates might 
suggest. Moreover, of those who did agree, the oldest age 
group was in greatest agreement. Have advocates for older 
Americans been more successful than those representing 
children and youth? Slightly more than one in three respond-
ents agreed - one might expect the perception of an "elderly 
lobby" influencing policy to be far higher, given the media 
hype about the influence of " the elderly" in federal policy 
making. Again, of those who did agree, the oldest age group 
endorsed this item more than other age groups. 
In sum, findings from the AARP 1990 survey suggest that 
today there is strong cross-age group support in American 
society, and little evidence of age-group tensions and con-
flicts. 
Do grandparents, parents and grandchildren agree or 
disagree about familial and public sector support for 
the elderly? 
Turning now to the microsocial level of analysis, there also 
appears to be strong intergenerational support but in certain 
instances there also is potential for conflict. The University 
of Southern California Longitudinal Study of Generations 
(Bengtson, 1975; Bengtson & Roberts, 199 1) has examined 
issues of continuity and change within the lives of individuals 
and families for over 20 years. Data collection began in 1971 , 
with an original sample of 2 044 individuals aged 16-91 from 
328 three-generation families who were members of a large 
health-maintenance organization. By the third wave of data 
collection, in 1988, the grandparents' average age was 81; the 
parents ' average age was 61; and that of the grandchildren, 
39. In general, the sample is ethnically homogeneous (pre-
dominantly white) but socio-economically diverse. While 
data may vary by cultural group, results suggest some inter-
esting patterns. Of importance to the issue of " intergener-
ational equity" are the attitudes which family members in the 
survey have expressed regarding public policy issues, particu-
larly familial versus governmental responsibilities for elder 
care (see Figure 3). 
Figure 3 
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How different are the grandparents' views from those of 
grandchildren with regard to cross-age supports? More than 
half of these famil y members agreed that "Families should be 
prepared to face the financial costs of caring for their aged 
members and not expect the government to foot the bill." 
However, the oldest generation (grandparents) was the least 
supportive of this statement, and those h ighest in agreement 
were the children and grandchildren, whose parents and 
grandparents are most at risk for dependency and the need for 
health care. It is also of interest that female family members 
expressed lower endorsement of this opinion than did males. 
A similar item was asked of three-generation urban black 
families in South Africa (M0ller, 1994), with somewhat dif-
ferent results. When asked disagreement with the statement 
"It is better for older people to be cared for by experts like 
nurses than by their families ," the oldest generation disagreed 
wi th this statement more then did the middle and youngest 
generations. Similarly, in the South African sample when 
family members were asked agreement with the statement 
"It's a child 's duty to look after his/her parents when they are 
old," the oldest generation agreed with this more than did the 
middle and youngest generations (M0ller, 1994). 
In the US three-generation study, over six out of ten re-
spondents agreed that "People should be willing to pay sub-
stantially higher taxes to improve health-care benefits for 
older people." But here there were significant differences 
between family generations: aged grandparents and ageing 
parents endorsed this item more than the adult grandchildren 
(age 37 to 41 ). When fami ly members were asked if em-
ployers should assume substantially more responsibility for 
meeting the needs of elderly retirees, over seven in ten re-
spondents agreed. There were no statistically significant 
generational differences. Howev.er both the youngest and the 
oldest generations expressed higher agreement with this pol-
icy. Women gave higher endorsement of this opinion than did 
men. 
These data suggest three things. First, in this study there is 
little evidence of intergenerational disagreement on these 
"aged responsibility" issues. Moreover, there is little evi-
dence of intergenerational self-interest- in fact, "intergener-
ational altruism" seems a more plausible interpretation. 
Second, the norms of primary family responsibility for finan-
cial support of aged family members are supported by the 
majority of survey respondents. However, almost an equal 
number do not support the idea that families should be ex-
pected to shoulder the burden of financial support for elderly 
family members. That is, families expect that there will be 
some form of aid in addition to private resources when they 
reach o ld age. In contrast, the emphasis on family responsi-
bility versus government or professional responsibility for 
elders is a more pronounced expectation of the oldest gener-
ation in the South African three-generation family study. 
Third, in the US three-generation study there are gender 
differences in endorsement of public policies, depending on 
whether or not it is the family or the employer that would be 
asked to take responsibility. When the family is expected to 
assume this role, women give less support for this policy. 
Conversely, when the question concerns employer responsi-
bility for meeting the needs of elderly retirees, men are less 
supportive of this policy than are women. 
Lessons from the US and prospects for the future 
Intergenerational equity and the five conflicted issues we 
have discussed, while reflective of the US experience, also 
can manifest themselves in other nations, given the proper 
economic environment, population ageing, and freedom of 
the press to expand and explode issues into problems. For that 
II 
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reason, the following lessons from the US encounter with 
intergenerational equity disputes can be drawn: 
(I) The issue arose during the political and economic context 
of the 1980s where federal retrenchment on government 
programmes, particularly welfare spending, was the 
norm. 
(2) Media coverage has effectively simplified the debate to 
young versus old, ignoring the complexity and true 
causes of current economic issues. 
(3) Population ageing has been inappropriately blamed as a 
cause of social demise: too costly, too burdensome, and 
unfair to other age groups. 
(4) Issues that arise within the domain of the fami ly have 
been confused with those that arise at the level of public 
policy; the concerns and needs are different at times. 
(5) Unclear conceptualization has forced incomplete ana-
lysis and measurement of the situation. New data incor-
porating private transfers with public expenditures are 
beginning to shed light on the fairness of resource dis-
tributions and obligations. 
(6) Public sentiment does not necessarily match the senti-
ments portrayed in media accounts of intergenerational 
inequities. There is very little empirical evidence of 
strong tensions between generations; there is a great deal 
of media "hoopla" about tensions. 
What might happen in the next decades in the United States? 
While the basis for intergenerational conflict does exist 
(Bengtson & Achenbaum, 1993), there are several reasons to 
predict future solidarity rather than conflict across age groups 
and generations. There may be an emergence of new roles for 
older persons as day-care volunteers or teachers in economi-
cally-strapped school districts. There may be more seniors 
working in part-time jobs in lieu of full retirement. Some 
seniors may reciprocate to future age groups by working to 
preserve the environment. There may also be greater "elder 
altruism" in support of proposals to cut the deficit, with 
wealthy elders paying a greater share of the tax burden than 
their less well-off peers . Elders may increase the ir power of 
self-determination and choose to have living wills and other 
advance directives which stipulate the circumstances under 
which they no longer want life-sustaining treatment, or ex-
pensive and heroic medical measures to save their lives. 
Further, more years of shared lives across generations may 
increase solidarity within famil ies, bringing with it a valued 
"kin-keeping" role for elders who create new norms of old 
age. Last, there will undoubtedly be greater potential for both 
instrumental and socio-emotional support from elders to 
younger generations within families in the future, such as the 
support grandparents can provide to grandchildren and adult 
children during destabilizing periods of divorce or poverty. 
In South Africa, it is likely the same basic concern leading 
to conflict or solidarity will arise: What is a fair distribution 
of public and private resources, obligations and expectations? 
However, the context in which these issues are addressed in 
South Africa may be dif ferent from the United States, and the 
mix of other social influences (especially the high unemploy-
ment rates of middle-aged and older persons) and political 
history will undoubtedly impact public perceptions of fair-
ness. In Canada, for example, conflict between generations 
has not yet materialized in the media (Marshall eta/, 1993); 
in Britain the issue of intergenerational equity has been less 
publicized by the press than it has been in the US (Walker, 
1993). Some explanations offered for the greater salience of 
the issue in America but not in Canada or Britain are that (1) 
the US lacks comprehensive welfare policies that regulate 
relations between age groups, and (2) the US has historically 
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preferred individual, market-oriented solutions to govern-
ment interventions to solve social problems. 
As observers in the United States, we have been fascinated 
by the extensive television, print and radio cove rage of the 
free elections in South Africa in April 1994, and the portrait 
presented to the Western hemisphere for the first time of a 
nation uniting itself. This an heroic step for the citizens of 
South Africa who have struggled so long to achieve this goal. 
However, as the media coverage has pointed out, the task now 
before the new leadership is to meet basic social needs -
housing, employment, basic health care, education - and to 
address the allocation of public resources to these newly 
recognized problems. If the ra te of change in the social 
condition for all South African citizens is not fast enough, 
what will happen to relations across age groups, population 
subgroups, and within fami lies? How will epidemics such as 
AIDS impact caregiving expectations across generations and 
strain norms of family obligation? For South Africa, there are 
two primary issues that will undoubtedly be faced as the 
population ages and soc ia l change occurs: ( I) How will 
changes in the power structure within the government and 
among groups of citizens a lter the social contract between 
government and the people? (2) What are the implications of 
this shift for family relations, individual expectations, and 
intra- and cross-age group relations? In short: Which are the 
changes that s trengthen intergenerational bonds, and which 
are those that raise intergenerational conflic ts? 
We suggest that gerontologists and policy makers in South 
Africa utilize three important lessons from the US experience 
as they address these questions. First, the expectations and 
obligations across family generations must be distinguished 
from those that exist between age groups; the microlevel must 
not be confused with the macroleve l in terms of intergener-
ational supports. Second. the objective of "justice across 
generations" can mean either equity or equal ity across gener-
ations and age groups. Which of these two goals dominates 
will determine the path of debate, reform and possible con-
flict. Third, political and media rhetoric do not always match 
empirical evidence; less rhetoric and more facts are needed. 
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Gender, parent-child relations and 
normative obligations 
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Abstract 
This article reports the perspective, design and major find-
ings of a large-scale study of the parent-child relationship 
across the life course, drawing on data from a probability 
sample of 1 390 residents in the Boston Standard Metropoli-
tan Statistical Area (SMSA) , together with spin-off samples of 
parents and adult children of these respondents. Parent-child 
relations are analyzed with attention given to the gender of 
parent and child. The highest level of interaction, affection, 
shared values and help exchange is found between mothers 
and daughters, and the least between fathers and sons , with 
opposite-sex parent-child pairs falling between. Special at-
tention is given to a unique method of studying normative 
obligations to a wide array of kin and non-kin - the factorial, 
or vignette technique. This method permits a comparison of 
the degree of obligation felt toward parents and child:·en with 
numerous relatives. each specified in terms of gender and 
marital status, facing four types of crisis events and three 
types of celebratory events. Analysis shows a symmetry large-
ly determined by degree of relatedness to the 74 kin and 
non-kin types, with the gender of hoth vignette person and 
respondent tipping the balance toward higher scores on the 
obligation scale for women than for men. Findings relating 
to gender differences are discussed in terms of their social 
policy implications. 
In this article I describe and discuss some findings from a 
large-scale study of the parent-child relationship which I 
conducted in collaboration with my colleague and husband, 
Peter Rossi (Rossi & Rossi, 1990). First, I sketch the perspec-
tive from which we conceptualized the problem, and draw out 
the design implications for a study that aimed to chart the 
development and change of the parent-child relationship 
across the life course. Second, I describe what was perhaps 
the most unique aspect of the study: the analysis of normative 
obligations that characterize the parent-child relationship 
compared to a wide variety of other kin and non-kin types. 
Thi rd, I discuss the political and policy implications of our 
findings. 
Major foci of the kinship study 
A central feature of the study was the focus on the gender of 
both parent and child across the long stretch of years from a 
child ' s birth to the parents' last years oflife, which necessarily 
involves a major focus on the two variables that define the 
primary axes of any family system: age and sex. Age has of 
course been central to social science investigations of fami ly 
Address correspondence to 
relationships but most such research has been handled by 
different disciplines. Most research has given a heavy em-
phasis to the two tails of the life span: childhood in one 
direction, old age in the other. When the focus was on children 
from birth to adolescence, it has been developmentalists who 
studied the child and family sociologists who concentrated on 
the parents, typically from their early twenties to their forties. 
At the other end of the life course, gerontologists concentrated 
on parents in their old age and their relationship with largely 
middle-aged children. This left a gap of several decades 
during which the parent generation is in middle or early old 
age and children are mature adults who have left the parental 
nest, typically rearing children of their own. One of the great 
gifts of increased longevity in contemporary societies is the 
fact that we can be partners to a parent-child relationship that 
lasts longer when both partners are adults than when the 
children are literally dependent young. Our special interest 
was in these long years when the parents are healthy and vital 
adults, just as their children are. These bridging years provide 
parents and adult children with an historically unique oppor-
tunity to renegotiate their relationship, i.e. from a vertical 
hierarchy of superordinate parent and subordinate child, to a 
more peer-like relationship as the children become adults. 
This transition phase may in fact ease any late-life inversion 
to parental dependency. A life-course perspective holds the 
further possibility of providing linkages across the disci-
plines, embracing psychologists' concern for child and ado-
lescent development, sociologists' concern for the transition 
into parenthood, and gerontologists' concern for the elderly 
and their midlife children. 
It is an index of a significant shift in intellectual perspective 
that we now speak of gender and the life course, rather than 
sex and age. By life course we project an image of dynamic 
change of two varieties: change that attends maturation and 
ageing, and change that reflects characteristic experiences 
that have left special marks on a cohort of parents or of 
children. 1 This heightened sensitivity to historical change and 
its impact on the people we study robs today's social scientists 
of any high degree of confidence that what we find in a 
time-bound sample of parents and children, would have been 
found 40 years ago or will be found 40 years from now. At 
the same time, however, it is devilishly difficult to build into 
our studies the appropriate measures that could demonstrate 
empirically whether and how historic events impacted on the 
lives of people we study. Most cohort and period effects have 
been post-hoc interpretations. Though sensitive to the prob-
lem, our own study was largely remiss in this regard as well. 
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The shift from sex to gender in today's parlance also poses 
a new challenge to social scientists. This distinction was 
adopted to differentiate between those phenomena that direct-
ly reflect biological and reproductive differences between 
male and female, for which we now restrict the usage of"sex," 
and those social and cultural characteristics that differentiate 
men from women, for which we now restrict the usage of 
"gender" (Money & Ehrhardt, 1973). But when the area of 
inquiry is family life and parenting roles, the sex-gender 
distinction is murky at best: families, after all, are formed 
through sexual coupling, conception, giving birth, and nurtur-
ing the young, and these behaviours clearly draw on central 
reproductive aspects of sex dimorphism. On the other hand 
the intellectual dialectic in our time has swung from an 
assumption of a biological foundation to the differences be-
tween male and female, to a view that such differences are for 
all intents and purposes, largely social constructions (e.g. 
Stein, 1992). But this leaves us with the as yet unresolved issue 
of what the linkage is between sex and gender in these most 
fundamental human behaviours of mating and parenting. 
As a biosocial scientist, my working assumption is that 
gender roles in a family context are suffused with sexual, 
reproductive meanings: meanings linked to the fact that there 
is greater cross-cultural variation in who is socially defined 
as a child 's father than a child's mother, and historically far 
greater social control of women's sexuality than of men 's, for 
the reason that birthing links the newborn defin itively to its 
biological mother but not to its biological father, because 
paternity rests only on circumstantial evidence. So too in the 
mating relationship: women's preference for husbands who 
are somewhat older, taller, heavier, and of equal or higher 
status than themselves is found in so many cultures that 
Kingsley Davis (1984) suggests hypergamy is one of the few 
universal human patterns.2 The implication is that marriage 
patterns are not purely a matter of culturally determined 
engenderment but are rooted in the shorter fertile phase of the 
female life span than of the male. There is also the fact that 
the female has had to be very selective in choosing a mate 
because the consequences of pregnancy, birth and infant care 
have been largely hers to bear. 
To espouse a bio-evolutionary perspective on family struc-
ture and family roles does not imply a rejection of powerful 
socialization pressures for differentiated gender role beha-
viour. In fact, this perspective would emphasize the necessity 
for socialization that teaches social control of aggressive 
impulses and erratic sexual acting out on the part of males. 
We can certainly point to numerous examples of the conse-
quences of an impoverished weak socialization in the wide-
spread socially deviant behaviour in adolescent and young 
adult males. In the eyes of some biologists, one of the evol-
utionary developments that assured the stable binding of men 
to a family as protectors and co-providers with women of their 
offspring was the expansion of sexual interest and accessi-
bility of the female beyond the ovulatory phase of the female 
cycle.-1 Hence we may speak about family structure and 
intergenerational relations in highly abstract conceptual lan-
guage far removed from sex and reproduction; however the 
reality of family life rests in the highly physical nature of 
sexual attraction, intercourse, pregnancy, birthing, and the 
rearing of our young. We have a long way to go before we 
succeed in breaking the Western intellectual tradition of 
dichotomizing mind and body. 
Another basic point of departure requires some comment, 
because it is very relevant to any analysis of the parent-child 
relationship. It has been an unfortunate turn of events that so 
many scholars in the social and behavioural sciences have 
either unwittingly or self-consciously adopted selfi sh-gene 
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theory from population genetics and its counterpart in econ-
omics: a rational choice model based on the calculus of 
self-interest, profit and loss, or reciprocal exchange. Both 
theories build on a model of human behaviour as fundamen-
tally selfish, such that any behaviour that seems to be moti-
vated by love or altruistic intentions is bound to hide an 
underlying selfish motivation. By this model, we give to 
others only on an expectation of getting something back in 
return. Many sociologists see self-interest underlying per-
sonal relationships in marriage and friendship. Indeed, when 
sociologist Michael Hannan ( 1982) reviewed Gary Becker's 
exchange theory on intimate relationships (Becker, 198 1 ), he 
suggested that Becker's stark economic conception of actions 
cuts through the "romantic mist" that so often blinds social 
scientists. Daniel Goleman (1985) summarized a similar trend 
in psychology, to the effect that mainstream psychological 
research has looked at love "almost as if it were a business 
transaction, a matter of profit and loss." An economist who 
broke with this tradition, Robert Frank (1988), criticizes the 
neo-classical economic model on its own grounds, and sug-
gests that researchers fear no greater humiliation than to call 
some action altruistic, only to find many of their colleagues 
defining the same action as self-serving. 
Yet when Murstein, Cerreta and MacDonald ( 1977) tested 
an exchange model in a study of marital satisfaction. with a 
measure of the extent to which the couple was concerned with 
an equal contribution to the management of their households 
and leisure time use, they found to their surprise a negatil•e 
correlation between indices of satisfaction with the marriage 
and adherence to an exchange orientation. I share the view 
that an exchange model undermines an intimate relationship, 
because an intimate relationship is one in which irrational 
love prompts an individual to want to do more for one's 
partner than the partner does for us. 
This is nowhere clearerthan in the experience that underlies 
all intergenerational relations - the birth of a child. Most new 
parents feel a totally irrational attraction and love for their 
newborn child. Yet here is this demanding, fragile, totally 
dependent six-to-eight-pound creature that disturbs our sleep. 
disrupts our plans, produces unpleasant odours, turns red in 
the face, and screams despite our care. Yet we submit to it, do 
without sleep. feed and clean it every few hours around the 
clock, and in a few weeks' time, have fallen totally in love 
with it, satisfied with as small a reward as a fleet ing smile long 
before such a smile could be intentional. The transition to 
parenthood may be a trial to many but precisely because it 
evokes such intense feelings, it is also a powerful learning 
experience. As one woman put it, "children battle you into 
being more than you thought you were, into giving more than 
you thought you had it in you to g ive. Those middle of the 
nights, you learn a lot about yourself' (McGoldrick,l989:2ll). 
So the parent-child relationship is first established as irra-
tional love, which sets the parameters within which the inter-
generational relationship develops, and delights or pains us. 
We invest heavily in the rearing of our young, and in Western 
societies expect little or no work from our children. Despite 
the heavy investment that attends prolonged schooling of our 
children, Western parents expect no financial reciprocity in 
their old age, and certainly do not expect to share a household 
with adult children.~ We are satisfied if our children grow into 
happy and competent adults, and provide comfort and social 
contact in our old age. Biology may g ive women a headstart 
on the deep attachment to the child as a result of carrying the 
fetus through a pregnancy and giving birth. Culture then 
contributes to a greater retention of close ties between mo-
thers and their children than is the case between fathers and 
their children, partially as a consequence of the imbalance in 
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childrearing that still characterizes adult male and female 
parenting, and the continuing role of women as socio-emo-
tional monitors of intra-family social interactions. Further-
more, persistent socio-economic differences between men 
and women means that all the women in a family- mothers, 
sisters, daughters, grandmothers, aunts - will experience 
many times of need and crisis during which the latent matrix 
of family relations, as Matilda Riley (1983) describes them, 
will come into play and to which women respond by provid-
ing help or being helped in tum. 
The combination of gender differentiation in biology, in 
socialization. and in socio-economic position underlaid our 
central expectation that gender of parent and child would be 
a major source of variation in emotional quality, social inter-
action, and help patterns between the generations. Hence the 
four dyads of mother-daughter, mother-son, father-daughter 
and father-son were to be highlighted and compared in almost 
all the analyses that our study was designed to explore. 
Design and measurement in the Boston study 
The specific design features that flowed from our approach to 
the question of gender differences in intergenerational ties 
between parents and children across the life course were as 
follows: 
(I) A life-course framework pressed for a random prob-
ability sample with a representative age distribution of 
adults. Our main sample consisted of I 393 adults, 19 
years of age or older, who reside within the Boston 
Standard Metropolitan Statistical Area (SMSA) in the 
Commonwealth of Massachusetts. 
(2) The focus on relationships suggested the desirability of 
obtaining data from both partners to the parent-child 
dyad. To accomplish this we obtained spin-off samples 
of a parent or an adult child of respondents to the main 
survey. As interviews came in from this survey, we 
developed pools of respondents willing for us to contact 
a parent or adult child of theirs. In selecting cases from 
this pool, a primary concern was to achieve as good a 
balance as possible between mothers and fathers, or sons 
and daughters. These spin-off samples consist of 142 
daughters and 136 sons, 194 mothers and 129 fathers. 
Fielding schedules and research funds dictated the size 
of these spin-off samples. Identical questions on many 
aspects of their relationship were asked in all samples, 
which permitted us to explore the extent to which parents 
and children view their relationship to each other simi-
larly or differently.~ 
Because most of our operationalized measures were new, and 
the application of the vignette technique to fam ily relations 
unprecedented, we did not seek funds for a national sample 
but opted instead for an area probability sample of housing 
units in the Boston SMSA in Massachusetts.6 Hence alii 393 
respondents in our main survey reside in Boston City or its 
surrounding suburbs. This geographic restriction does not 
apply to the spin-off samples of parents and children, the only 
restriction to case selection being that they res ide in the 
continental United States or Canada. 
American cities share many things in common but also have 
some unique features. Hence a few points need to be noted 
about the Boston SMSA. It is the tenth largest SMSA in the 
United States, wi th a population of approximately two mil-
lion. Hemmed in by a bay and rivers, however, the central city 
of Boston represents only 20% of the total SMSA population. 
This SMSA is also more ethnically than racially diverse, and 
reflects the historic fact that Boston was the point of entry for 
many generations of immigrants from Ireland, the British 
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Isles, West European countries, and the Mediterranean, espe-
cially Italy. The Irish ascendancy to higher status and political 
prominence is reflected in the distribution of the Irish in our 
main survey compared to other ethnic and racial groups: they 
are 18% of our main sample, represented just as well in the 
outer ring of suburban communities as in the central city. 
Italian-Americans are 13% of the main sample but less well 
represented in the suburban communities than in the central 
city. 
Blacks, by contrast, are only 3,8% of the population of the 
commonwealth; in the Boston SMSA sample they are far 
better represented in the central city (18%) than in the inner 
suburban (2%) or outer suburban rings (1%) within theSMSA. 
In this respect they are like more recent in-migrants from 
Asian countries. 
The study design required different modes of administra-
tion. The vignette technique (described in more detail below) 
is best self-administered; in a general population survey it is 
helpful to have respondents fill it out in the presence of an 
interviewer. Hence the main sample was conducted via per-
sonal interviews; the vignette booklets were self-adminis-
tered at the end of the interview with help from interviewers 
in a test vignette; and the spin-off sample data were obtained 
through telephone interviews with the parents or adult child-
ren of respondents. 7 
The constructs and measures developed on the parent-child 
relationship drew from the sociological tradition represented 
by the work of George Homans on the human group (Homans, 
1950) and the more recent work of Vern Bengtson on gener-
ations in the family (Bengtson & Schrader, 1982). The four 
major dimensions of solidarity we measured were as follows: 
affectional solidarity as indexed by ratings on the degree of 
intimacy in the relationship; associational solidarity as in-
dexed by frequency of telephoning or visiting; functional 
solidarity, as indexed by the extent of help given to and 
received from a parent or a child; and consensual solidarity, 
as indexed by how alike parent and child perceived them-
selves to be on some basic values - in religion, politics and 
general outlook on life. The normative obligations we ex-
plored with the vignette technique are a variant of functional 
solidarity, in that our focus was on the degree to which people 
feel a personal obligation to give help of some kind to speci-
fied kin or non-kin in specified circumstances (described in 
detail below). 
On each of these dimensions of solidarity, the general 
findings were as follows when gender of parent and child is 
specified: the highest level of intimacy, interaction, shared 
values, and help exchange characterized the mother-daughter 
relationship, whereas the lowest level on all four dimensions 
of solidarity characterized the father-son relationship, with 
opposite sex pairs of parents and children falling between 
these two extremes. 
We could think of no way to explore how obligations 
between parents and children differ from obligations with the 
wide array of other types of kin (grandparents, aunts, uncles, 
stepchildren, e tc.) in a study that had so much other informa-
tion to collect. This is precisely the dilemma that the factorial 
or vignette technique is designed to solve. The technique and 
our major findings are presented in the section to follow. 
Analysis of normative obligations 
Social norms do not exist in a vacuum: they are embedded in 
highly specific ways in social life, with only a loose fit 
between actual behaviour and the normative order. Much of 
the work of our legal system lies precisely in making discrimi-
nations about how legal norms apply to specific instances of 
behaviour . The general principles are embodied in the 
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statutes, but attorneys, juries and judges have to fit specific 
instances of behaviour into the meaning of those principles. 
This implies that we would expect much greater consensus in 
a society when norms are stated in general terms and less 
consensus over how norms apply in specific behavioural 
contexts. 
The implication of these assumptions is that an under-
standing of the role of norms in affecting concrete kin rela-
tionships requires understanding how such general rules are 
interpreted in specific settings with specific kinpersons. Since 
there are so many potential applications to kin, the issue 
became how best to "sample" from among the many possible 
settings and the many different categories of kin to which the 
general norm may be applicable. This also implies that our 
goal was to infer the general structure of obligations through 
the patterning of reactions to specific instances involving 
various kinpersons. Most people report higher obligations to 
a sibling than to a cousin, but we do not expect people to be 
able to articulate any general principle for why they feel this 
way. 
The essence of the factorial method is to present respond-
ents with a set of vignettes, each containing a short description 
of a specific kin person in common situations that might evoke 
a sense of obligation to make an appropriate gesture toward 
that person. We sampled social situations with four crisis 
occasions (unemployment, major surgery, a household fire, 
and a serious personal problem) and three celebratory occa-
sions (going to have a birthday, winning an award, and 
moving into a new place). We sampled types of people with 
different degrees of relatedness to the respondent, i.e. 74 
relationships to kin and non-kin such as neighbours and good 
friends, so structured as to distinguish between male and 
female, and between a married state and an unmarried or 
widowed state. Gender was specified because we predicted 
that women kin would evoke greater obligation ratings than 
men and unattached kin more than married kin. A third 
dimension of the "crisis" events was an indication of whether 
the crisis would last for a long or short period of time. Each 
respondent rated 32 vignettes, each set a separately and inde-
pendently drawn probability-based sample of all possible 
vignettes, of which there were about I 600. Each vignette was 
rated by an 11-point 0 to 10 scale from "no obligation at all" to 
"very strong obligation." In the case of crisis situations, the 
rating scale tapped either expressive help by providing "com-
fort and emotional support," or instrumental aid by offering 
"some financial help." In the celebratory situations, the rating 
scale tapped either a gift, by "giving something appropriate 
to the occasion," or a "visit" to the person described in the 
vignette. Some I 200 respondents completed the vignette 
booklets, thus producing some 36 000 vignettes for analysis. 
Two examples of actual vignettes are shown in Figure I; the 
segments of the vignette texts in italics represent portions of 
the text that are rotated randomly and separately for the 
composition of each vignette used. A vignette is followed 
with the rating scale shown in Figure I; respondents encircle 
the number that best represents their felt degree of obligation. 
Results of normative data analysis 
The m ost important result of the aggregate level of analysis 
was the beautiful symmetry of the normative structure we 
found. Normative obligations to kin are highly structured and 
only modestly affected by variation in the situational stimuli. 
It mattered little whether the triggering circumstance was an 
impending birthday, major surgery, a household fire, or win-
ning an award, nor whether the obligation was expressed in 
terms of emotional comfort or giving financial aid or a gift, 
though people are more generous to a wider circle of kin in 
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Figure 1 
Examples of vignettes and the rating scale 
• An illustrative crisis event vignette 
Your unmarried sister has undergone major surgery and will 
be bedridden for a few weeks. 
How much of an obligation would you feel to offer her some 
financial help? 
An illustrative celebratory event vignette 
Your widowed father is going to have a birthday. 
How much of an obligation would you feel to give him 
something appropriate to the occasion ? 
No obligation 
at all 
Mild 
obligation 
Strong 
obligation 
Very strong 
obligation 
0 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 
providing comfort than in giving money, which moves in a 
narrower circle in the kindred. What mattered most was the 
degree of relatedness beMeen ego and the kinperson in 
question. Parents and children head the list with an average 
of 8,3 on the 0-10 scale. Secondary kin such as grandparents, 
grandchildren or siblings evoked an average of 6,4 on the 
scale. More distant kin such as an aunt or an uncle, a niece or 
a nephew evoked lower obligation levels in the 4 to 5-point 
range, and cousins show an average of 3. Friends evoked an 
obligation level similar to aunts and uncles, with neighbours 
being on a par with cousins; the type that evoked the lowest 
level of obligation was an ex-spouse, particularly if he or she 
had remarried, with an average score of merely 2. 
A second major finding is that the primary relationship to 
both parents and children is relatively impervious to distinc-
tions that matter in other kin relationships, with only a minor 
tendency to feel more obligation toward widowed mothers 
and unmarried daughters than to parents or children of either 
sex who are married. In all other relationships, gender plays 
a significant role: women kin evoke more obligation than men 
kin. Gender of respondents plays a similar role: men and 
women agree in holding the same high level of obligation to 
parents and children but women show higher obligations to 
secondary and distant kin than men do. 
Third, women are also important as connecting links, with 
significant increments to obligation level if the connecting 
link is a woman, especially a woman's mother who is the 
connecting link to a maternal grandmother and a maternal 
aunt. When we asked, in another part of the interview, about 
which of the grandparents and which of the aunts or uncles 
had been particularly salient in their childhood (as persons 
whom they loved and admired in some special way), it was 
these same figures - the maternal aunt and the maternal 
grandmother - who were most frequently cited. Thus the 
assymetrical tilt to the maternal side of the fami ly is found in 
all dimensions of the intergenerational relationship, whether 
affective closeness, frequency of social interaction, helping 
patterns, or normative obligations. When gender of both the 
respondent and the vignette kinperson is considered jointly, 
the female-female bond predominates in being associated 
with elevated obligation levels. 
The most significant findi ng was precisely the symmetrical 
ordering of obligations by the number of connecting links 
between respondents and the people they rated in the 
vv~~------------------------------------ ----------------=~~--------~~~~~--~--~~~ 
vignettes: obligation ratings are more responsive to the num-
ber of connecting links than they are to the type of relative 
within a link category. Thus we find the same average rating 
for parents as for children- 8,3. With one connecting link, we 
find roughly the same level of obligation to grandparents, 
siblings and grandchildren (an average hovering around 6); 
those connected by two links - nieces, nephews, aunts and 
uncles - show a mean around 4 on the scale; and for cousins, 
connected by three links, an average of 3 on the 11-point scale. 
Nor does it matter if respondents actually have a kin person in 
their personal life to match the kin type in a vignette: the same 
rating level is given of obligation to, say, an unmarried brother 
whether you in fact have a brother or not.R 
We were particularly interested in the question of whether 
race or ethnicity of respondents were related to different 
levels of obligation to the kinpersons specified in the 
vignettes. Broad categories of religious affiliation did not 
make any difference a t all, but among Catholics, the Irish 
stood out with higher levels of obligation to all kin, at all 
levels of relatedness. By contrast, blacks showed a very 
special profile, with significantly lower levels of obligation 
to primary kin (parents and children) and higher levels to 
more distant kin, perhaps reflecting the harsh realities of life 
circumstances among urban black Americans, in particular 
the poor economic resources available to black men, which 
makes marriage less viable a choice by black women. 
Overall, our findings pose the interesting question of how 
normative obligations are learned. Clearly one would not 
expect people to articulate a rule of obligation in terms of 
number of connecting links to explain why they feel the same 
obligation to a grandfather as to a granddaughter. It seems 
likely that such norms are learned in much the way children 
learn to use language correctly, years before they have any 
knowledge of the rules of grammar. The first words many 
children learn is some term for mother and for father; so too 
the person they first come to love and distinguish from all 
others is the parent. The child also quickly learns to distin-
guish between people to be trusted inside the family and 
strangers outside the family. Perhaps, like language itself, it 
will never be possible to fully unravel exactly how children 
acquire an understanding of the rules of kinship. They acquire 
them through exposure to countless "examples" of kin types 
and appropriate behaviour in social interaction with them, 
much as they accumulate vocabulary, and are able eventually 
to make synaptic leaps that produce grammatically correct 
whole phrases and sentences without learning the rules of 
grammar they have followed until fifth grade. So too, they 
may intuit from hundreds of discrete instances that more is 
owed to parents than to aunts, more to nieces than to cousins. 
In this respect, the normative structure of kinship is not 
different from other kinds of structures, such as the prestige 
level of many different occupations, or the seriousness level 
of a wide array of different crimes, knowledge that is acquired 
without ever being formally taught. Nor should this surprise 
us: in a complex world, human rationality is bounded. We do 
not need to know just what the biochemical effects of choles-
terol is on the body before we change our dietary habits. So 
too we do not need to know the rules of grammar to speak 
correctly, or the rules of kinship to behave correctly in rela-
tions with people in our kindred. 
There are also several important findings on the individual 
level of analysis, where we explored the determinants of 
variation in the extent to which people feel obligated to 
others. There was considerable room for such an analysis, 
since the standard deviation around the mean on the obliga-
tion ratings ranged between 2 and 4 points on the 11-po int 
scale. Of special interest to developmental psychologists and 
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gerontologists, perhaps, is our finding that adult obligations 
to kin have their roots in early childhood experiences. Using 
adjusted obligation indices (which measure how much re-
spondents expressed a stronger or weaker sense of obligation 
to kin than is average for the kin type rated), we fo und higher 
obligations to kin among those who grew up in intact families 
than those whose families were broken by death or divorce, 
and in famil ies in which high levels of parental affection and 
accessibility were reported more than in fami lies rated low in 
such parental affection and availability, findings that are 
independent of a wide array of current characteristics such as 
age, gender, education, income, marital status or ethnicity. 
Those whose parents had separated or d ivorced felt less 
obligation not only to parents but to children and other kin as 
well , underlining the important modelling the parent-child 
relationship represents, with ripple-out effects on obligations 
felt toward others in a k indred, and indeed even to current 
neighbours and friends. Parental absence in a child's experi-
ence, typically the absence of a father, may project the notion 
to a child that men have lower commitments to their children, 
a powerful lesson that may lower the child's sense of obliga-
tion to primary kin and other significant relatives as wel l. This 
line of explanation is particularly pertinent to understanding 
the lower levels of obligation to primary kin reported by black 
respondents in the study. 
Divorce has the effect for adults that broken homes have 
for children: both depress overall strength of obligations to 
others. Again it is divorced men (compared to married men) 
who show significantly weaker obligations to children, while 
divorced women do not differ from married women in this 
regard. 
Once again, early socialization that communicates making 
distinctions among kin may provide a deep structure of learn-
ing that is highly durable, providing standards of behaviour 
when new kin roles are occupied later in life. Having been a 
nephew, one knows something of what is expected of an 
uncle. Having been a child, one knows something of what is 
expected of a parent. By the same token, when early social-
ization is impaired, by a father's leaving home or a mother's 
inattention and distraction, it may have residual effects years 
later, indeed decades later, as we noted in the impact of 
parental divorce in childhood upon expressed levels of obli-
gation in adulthood. 
Normative obligations are of intrinsic interest in their own 
right but the story does not end there. We also find them to be 
significant predictors of interaction frequency and the level 
of help exchanged between the generations. Many current 
existential circumstances contribute to the intergenerational 
help pattern of course, like geographic proximity, health, and 
financial circumstances of a parent or child, multiple family 
and work responsibi lities, and the quality of early family 
relationships in the past. Multivariate regression analyses that 
controlled for all such existential variables still showed sig-
nificant independent contributions of normative obligations 
to the extent of help exchanged between parents and children. 
In light of the extensive discussion in the gerontological 
literature about the "sandwich" generation of middle-aged 
women, caught between obligations to children and elderly 
parents, and now complicated by the additional likelihood of 
job responsibi lities carried by women in midlife, we gave 
special attention to the impact of employment and family 
responsibilities upon the frequency of interaction and the 
extent of help exchanged between the generations. For this 
analysis, we narrowed attention to women respondents who 
lived reasonably close to their parents or a widowed mother, 
and examined the impact of having children and employment 
status upon interaction and help flows between the gener-
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ations. Employment on the part of either the elderly mother 
or the daughter reduced both contact and help between them 
but increased the frequency with which the daughters had 
contact with their fathers. A moment's reflection suggests the 
reason: if either mother or daughter is employed, getting 
together during weekday mornings or afternoons is pre-
cluded, pushing visits and telephoning to evening and week-
ends when fathers are at home as well as the mothers. 
All told, our data give no support to the widespread view 
in both the media and in research on the elderly, that the 
average middle-aged woman will spend more time caring for 
aged parents than dependent children. This impression gained 
uncritical acceptance but was based on small convenience 
samples of frail elderly women (e.g. Brody, 1985). A study by 
Spitze and Logan ( 1990) provides a useful corrective to the 
common assumptions. In this sample of I 200 residents over 
40 years of age in the Albany-Troy-Schenectady metropolitan 
area in New York State, they report the majority of married 
women by the age of 45 had no living parent-in-law; by 55, 
the majority had no living parent. Secondly, the average 
amount of help given to an older parent was on! y three hours 
a week, with no significant difference as a function of the 
daughter's being employed or not. As in our own study, more 
extensive help was given by these middle-aged women to 
their children than to their elderly parents, but the children in 
question were not youngsters requiring daily supervision; 
they were adults living on their own. 
One of the great merits of a life-course perspective on the 
parent-child relationship is the fact that one is forced to realize 
how small a proportion of the life course involves any inver-
sion of the parent-child relationship to parental dependence 
on children. In Western societies today, children are depend-
ents for 18 to 20 or more years, but this is followed by several 
decades during which adult children and parents interact and 
help each other in a reciprocal or complementary fashion. 
Only a minority of elderly parents ever become dependents 
on their children, and if they do so it is for a very short period 
oftime. Nor do children resent providing some degree of help 
in these last years of their parents' lives. Far from being an 
onerous burden, such help is typically given with love and a 
generous spirit. 
A concluding note on gender and 
intergenerational relations 
I shall conclude by sharing my concerns for the social and 
policy significance of our findings on gender. That women 
are the "ministers of the interior" as Gunhild Hagestad ( 1986) 
put it (because they carry much of the responsibility for family 
life), has been a point of wide and controversial debate, 
particularly since the majority of women now remain in the 
workforce except for very short periods of withdrawal sur-
rounding a birth. Many women advocates claim that this is 
"unfair": a burden on women that should be shared equitably 
by men. Others see this as yet another illustration of patriar-
chal sexism and encourage women to be skeptical of the 
desirability of marriage or childbearing or running a house-
hold. Indeed, even demographers have joined the bandwagon 
in projecting a continuation of low marriage and fertility rates, 
often in terms of economists' human capital model which 
argues that women's time is now too valuable to expend in 
household and child care, and hence best used in labour with 
a monetary return. Thus Norman Ryder (1990: 448) argued 
that fertility will remain low because "parenthood is becom-
ing a less rewarding enterprise. The ties between parent and 
child have weakened. It matters less to the child's future what 
the parent does, and less to the parent's future what the child 
does." 
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In my judgment. this projection does not square with my 
understanding of the parent-child relationship, nor do I as-
sume low fertility is here to stay. I base this on two consider-
ations. For one, I think the Kingsley Davis' thesis ( 1984) that 
contemporary adults in Western societies are becoming "ad-
verse to long-term commitments" may apply far more to men 
and to the marital relationship than it does to women and the 
parent-child relationship. It is not predominantly women but 
men who abandon their chi ldren (either literally or finan-
cially), and it is men who predominate in all socially deviant 
behaviour at higher rates than women. Unattached men are 
far more of a threat to a cohesive social fabric than women 
have ever been. In fact, the importance of family ties in 
serving a socially integrative function should not be underva-
lued or underestimated. I think the family system is more 
important in tying men into responsible social roles than it is 
a source of patriarchal entrapment for women. Separated, 
divorced, single, or widowed women remain more closely 
tied to their families than unattached men do, and it has been 
women who have played a major role in running voluntary 
associations in the community. 
There are also important political implications to the fact 
that women live longer than men. In the United States, the 
female surplus in the American population will increase from 
6 to 9 million in the coming decade. This is important for the 
reason that the gender gap in political values that began in the 
1950s continues to show women are significantly more sup-
portive than men of environmental protection, aid to schools, 
and provisions for children, the poor and the elderly; and more 
women than men are opposed to military expansion, capital 
punishment, racial discrimination and government corruption 
(Baxter & Lansing, 1980; Goot & Reid, 1975). 
Underlying such political views, and consistent with the 
greater role that women play in our analysis of intergener-
ational relations in the Boston study, are qualities of affiliative 
caring and generative concern for all living things that are 
more characteristic of women than of men. Whether you 
consider these differences rooted in biology, in culture, or 
some combination of the two, a social agenda appropriate to 
a global community with dwindling natural resources and a 
high risk that pollution may make ours the most ··endangered 
species," ought to give primacy to precisely these qualities 
and to encourage their development in children and adults of 
both sexes. 
Let me end with a final bit of analysis that draws on recent 
work by Richard Easterlin and his colleagues (1990). Easterlin 
has compared the economic wellbeing of the baby-boom 
cohort in the United States, now entering midlife, with 
preceding cohorts, and shows that despite a worsening labour 
market, the economic wellbeing of the baby-boomers has 
improved over that of their predecessors, due to the demo-
graphic adaptations which they have made, such as a larger 
proportion of never-married, more childless, fewer children, 
more spouse employment, and residential doubling up of 
unre lated adults. My argument with Easterlin is not to chal-
lenge his evidence, which is brilliantly marshalled, but to 
suggest that these demographic adaptations may be taking a 
much harsher toll of women than they do of men. This should 
be on our future research agenda, guided by the question of 
the potential social and psychological costs of such demo-
graphic adaptations for women and for children reared under 
these circumstances. It cannot be in a society's interest, or an 
individual's interest for women to fully participate in work-
places structured for male employees with wives at home, at 
the expense of personal gratification in home and family, by 
either not having children, limiting families to one child, or 
postponing childbearing to an age that entails risks of infer-
tility or foetal defect. Nor is it in the interest of the nation, or 
the wellbeing of individual men and women to diminish the 
time and energy invested in parenting, or to crowd out of their 
Jives the time available to enjoy marital intimacy, quiet self-
reflection, and meaningful interaction between the gener-
ations in the family. 
In the past, economic insecurity was a social class issue, 
and the welfare state developed to narrow the vertical econ-
omic gap between rich and poor. In recent years, as Ozawa 
( 1989) points out, the demographic changes that impact ne-
gatively on women create horizontal economic issues for 
which the solutions are necessarily different: improving 
women 's pay and job security, increasing the flexibility of 
working hours and family leave, equalizing the economic 
circumstance of couples with children and those wi thout 
children, providing for child and health care, developing new 
institutional devices to assure that men support the children 
they father, and empowering g irls and women to take charge 
of their Jives and to value themselves for the qualities they 
have as women, whether or not they also take on the qualities 
associated with men. 
DeTocqueville ( 1969) long ago speculated that when the 
Jinks between generations, and ties between blood and soil 
were finally broken , a certain carelessness about the future 
would appear. As he put it: 
Not onlv does democracy make men forf?et their ances-
tors. hui it also clouds th~irview of their descendants and 
isolates them from their contemporaries. Each man is 
j(n·ever thrown hack on himself alone, and there is a 
danger that he may he shut up in the solitude of his own 
heart ( 1969: 508). 
I suggest we should take deTocqueville literally, that it is men 
he is speaking of. The tie between blood and soil has indeed 
been broken for most of us in Western societies, and increas-
ingly in the developing world as well, and there may well be 
greater isolation of adults from their contemporaries. How-
ever from the evidence we have on the parent-child relation-
ship across the life course, the tie between the generations has 
not been broken; women have played and continue to play a 
critical role in assuring that it is not broken. 
There may be wishful thinking involved here but wishing 
can have real consequences if we put our minds and political 
energies to work. There is a half-forgotten language of gener-
osity and community, as Glendon (1987: 141-42) puts it, that 
gives rise to the hope that "we might still have the wi ll , the 
chari ty, the vocabulary and the vision to imagine a better way 
to live." Glendon speaks here as a comparative legal scholar, 
with no reference to the fact that hers is a "female voice." 
Mine is also a female voice, and one that departs as Mary Ann 
G lendon does from the language of exchange and rational 
self-i nterest in preference for one of caring and altruism. 
Notes 
I. A clas~ic example of infusing data from longitudinal studies wi th a 
sociological eye on the impact ofhistorical events is Glen Elder's analysis 
of the impact of the Great Depression of the 1930s on parents and young 
chi ldren (Elder. 1974). Over the years since. Elder has traced the long-
lasting effects of such early experiences when the parents were in late old 
age (e.g. Elder. Caspi & Downey. 1986: Elder. Liker & Jaworski. t 984). 
For an excellent retrospective and prospective view of life-course re-
search. cf. Sherrod and Brim ( 1984 ). 
2. For a review of the research literature on phy~ical and sexual attraction 
in relation to gender differences in mating and family formation. cf. Rossi 
(1994). 
3. There are many complex factors involved in current biosocial theory 
concerning the roles of men and women in reproduction and fam ily roles. 
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See Lancaster ( 1994) for an e xcellent review of contemporary bio-evol-
utionary theories on sex and reproduction. 
4. In fact, our own study shows that even between parents and adult children 
in their 20s and 30s. financial assistance flows down the generat ions from 
parents to children, and significant proportions of the elderly hope to 
leave property or money as an inheritance to their children upon their 
death. 
5. Very high correlations are obtained between parents and adult children 
on such simple matters as reporting the frequency of telephoning or 
visiting each other: on ratings of intimacy of the relationship, parents 
show moderate correlations with but higher scores than their children, 
reflecting the greater inve~tment in the relationship by parents. Parents 
also report lower levels of receiving financ ial help from ch ildren from 
what children claim they give. 
6. A national sample would have cost between four to five times as much 
as a similarly sized sample of an SMSA. 
7. Our original intention "as to create three-generation lineages consisting 
of a respondent's parent and one of the respondent's children. This was 
not possible however, in large measure because we miscalculated the 
prevalence of three-generation lineages in the American population, 
partic ularly when the youngest generation must be an adult over 18 years 
of age. Most respondents in the main sample who had at least one living 
parent had children under I R: few respondents with adult children had a 
living parent. Hence there were insufficient cases for a three-generation 
lineage analysis with independent data from a member of all three 
generations. The primary focus in our study was therefore on two-gener-
ation dyads consisting of respondents and their parents. or respondents 
and their adult children. This point applies only to analyses drawing upon 
independent data from members of proximate generations. We of course 
had a good deal of information from main sample respondents reporting 
about both their parents and each of their children. 
8. Even in a vignette study, there are limits to the variety of kin types we 
could explore. Alternative family types were limited to stepparents and 
stepchildren: it is interesting to n'ote that such kin are one additional link 
removed from ego than a biological parent or child. Hence even such kin 
types conform to the symmetry noted in the text. We did not explore other 
possibilities, such as out-of-wedlock children, or gay and lesbian parents. 
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Gender and intergenerational support: 
the case of Ghanaian women 
Nana Araba Apt* and Saija Katila 
Social Administration Unit, University of Ghana 
Abstract 
Africa must formulate appropriate social welfare policy for 
the elderly as a matter of urgency. Whether policy formula-
tion takes place without in-depth knowledge of black indigen-
ous structures, or whether it does the contrary and builds 
upon this knowledge, will have consequences for the whole of 
Africa. This article addresses the issue of gender and inter-
generational support as a policy agenda for African coun-
tries. The article focusses on Ghana and examines 
intergenerational support systems. in particular the inter-
generational exchanges hetv.oeen women traders. It also con-
siders the social welfare benefits and contributions that 
intergenerational support can make. A new approach to the 
design of social welfare policy is proposed. which recogni:o.es 
that the problems of the aged are increasingly African prob-
lems. 
lntergenerational support and social functioning: 
a neglected area 
Recently, attention has fallen upon the extent to which the 
extended family has traditionally provided key social welfare 
services in Africa (Apt & Grieco, 1994). There is a growing 
awareness that the resource constraints which characterize 
developing countries do not permit the development of com-
prehensive social welfare systems such as those which occur 
in Western-industrialized countries. The state cannot sub-
stitute for the family as the major social welfare agency in 
such contexts but must rather operate to support it. 
As of yet, national governments on the African continent 
have not tackled the issue of how to develop an appropriate 
social welfare policy for Africa head on; social welfare has 
typically had a low priority whilst the contribution of the 
family to social welfare has largely been neglected. As a 
consequence. policy thinking on how to be tter harness the 
energies and resources of the family and the community to 
meet the social needs of individuals and groups has barely 
commenced. 
In exploring the traditional and indigenous social welfare 
arrangements of the African extended family in Ghana, it 
rapidly becomes clear that intergenerational support and ex-
change of services are a central principle of social organiza-
tion and social function ing (Apt. 1992). The elder I y provided 
a key service to the community through their involvement in 
child care and child rearing J (Goody, 1978; Oppong, 1994); 
youngsters, by running errands for the e lderly and undertak-
ing domestic duties on their behalf, performed a key role in 
enabling the elderly to play an active part in community life. 
Address correspondence to 
A well-balanced exchange of services amon!l the gener-
ations was a feature of traditional Ghanaian rur~ life.WHow-
ever, urbanization has had a negative effect on this pattern of 
balanced exchange between the generations: urban living 
frequently means that the old and young no longer co-reside. 
The financial and spatial pressures of urban residence increas-
ingly result in the nucleation of families, a situation which 
leaves the elderly living apart from both the young and the 
most economically-active generation. Traditional domestic 
arrangements had intergenerational support built into them; 
mo?ern arrangements are in t?e process of destroying this key 
soc1al welfare feature of Afnca. Recognizing that this is the 
case, raises a question of how to re-introduce intergener-
ational support into mainstream social re lations so that the 
e lderly are neither marginalized nor put at risk by the urban-
ization process. 
In thinking about how to re-introduce intergenerational 
support into mainstream social relations, it is important to 
~eco~n_ize ~hat most s_ocial pol icy efforts are founded upon the 
•dent•f•cat1on of particular target groups, such as children, the 
disabled and women, without specific attention being given 
to how a change in the fortunes of the target group will affect 
the fo~unes of other social categories with which the target 
group mteracts. For example, ensuring the provision of in-
stitutional day care for infants and young children on the 
grounds that it will enhance their creativity, may well neglect 
necessary social provision for other groups, and may remove 
~n important economic and social role from the elderly who 
m the absence of such institutional arrangements filled the 
role of child carers. The loss of this role may damage self-es-
teem and play into the creation of a new social welfare 
problem: how to integrate the elderly back into the social and 
economic activities of the community. An alternative ap-
proach would have been to consider integrating the e lderly 
into the new institutional child-care arrangements by intro-
ducing a function for them in the socialization and supervision 
of children.2 
A_ key factor which generates pressure for the design of 
so_c•al welfare policies, which either introduces intergener-
atiOnal support as a goal, or focusses on enhancing and 
protecting such intergenerational support structures as exist 
in the society, is that of global ageing (United Nations, 1991 ). 
World-wide people are living longer. In Western-industrial 
societies, policy makers have already begun to recognize that 
the dramatic increase in the number of aged persons has 
consequences for a range of social welfare policies (Derri-
cou_rt & Miller, I 992). Whereas previously the possibility of 
social welfare systems which protected ci tizens against dire 
Prof. Nan a Araba A pl. Social Administration Unit, Department of Sociology. University of Ghana. Leg on. Ghana. 
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need from cradle to grave was not seen as problematic, this is 
no longer the case. Even the wealthiest systems are beginning 
to rethink their ability to provide for large elderly populations 
and to investigate new types of social welfare arrangements. 
In this context, the elderly will increasingly be viewed not 
simply as a responsibility of the state but also as a responsi-
bility of their more immediate social environment. Pension 
schemes which were previously viewed as solutions to the 
problems of providing for old age are increasingly viewed as 
inadequate to the new demography of ageing societies. It is 
clear that intergenerational support becomes imperative in 
such a situation; however it is important that intergenerational 
support is not simply viewed as the young "carrying the 
burden" of the elderly. It becomes important to rethink how 
the period after retirement or involvement in full-time econ-
omic activity should be used, and how it should be viewed by 
society as a whole (Derricourt & Miller, 1992). Developing a 
social function for the elderly, given the global problem of 
ageing societies, is a matter for each unit and every level of 
the social structure. Although it is in the wealthy countries of 
the Western world that the first concerns about ageing so-
cieties have been expressed, the problem of an ageing society 
is also an African problem. The United Nations ( 1982) esti-
mated that between 1980 and 2025, the African region will 
experience one of the largest increases in the number of 
persons aged 60 years and over of any world region. The 
number of aged in Africa is rapidly increasing in a context 
where urbanization is itself on the increase and family nuclea-
tion leads to the displacement of the aged. 
Not only are the numbers of elderly increasing in societies 
which have historically either dismantled, or are in the pro-
cess of dismantling their intergenerational support arrange-
ments but more women than men are surviving into old age. 
An ageing society is increasingly a female society (Apt van 
Ham, 1991; United Nations, 1991 ). In African societies, the 
position of widows is rarely a favourable one. The problems 
of the elderly African woman include not only economic 
insecurity but also social rejection; sometimes she is even 
accused of being a witch after many years of physical toil to 
keep her family intact. This is primari ly due to a poor level of 
education of the population but also to certain unfavourable 
traditional practices which may entail displacement of wi-
dowed, divorced and even married elderly women at a time 
when they need assistance most. The prospect of substantial 
growth of this social category is one that requires a policy 
response. Designing intergenerational social welfare projects, 
policies and programmes, and lending support to such inter-
generational support structures as exist, provide an appropri-
ate social policy path towards meeting this goal. It is for these 
reasons that we address the issue of gender and intergener-
ational support; it needs to be on policy agendas for Africa 
and an ageing world, both rich and poor. 
Indigenous intergenerational support systems in Ghana 
which focus specifically on intergenerational exchanges be-
tween women traders are considered below. The social wel-
fare benefits of ensuring that the elderly enjoy social and 
self-esteem, and the contributions that intergenerational sup-
port can make in this respect are then examined. A new 
approach to the design of social welfare policy is proposed 
which recognizes that the problems of the aged are increas-
ingly African problems. It is emphasized that societies world-
wide are undergoing a fundamental change as a consequence 
of population ageing, and that this change requires a rethink-
ing of social ro les and relationships on a universal and com-
prehensive basis. Finally, an agenda for contemplating and 
coping with this change is suggested. 
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Trading across generations: Ghanaian evidence 
on intergenerational support practices 
In a society where the formal social welfare system is weak 
or non-existent, individuals are obliged to make provision for 
their old age themselves. In rural Ghana, indiv iduals were 
rarely forced to contemplate this fact explicitly; the customary 
pattern of roles and obligations ensured that the elderly were 
provided with food, shelter and company . In urban Ghana, 
where such customary arrangements have considerably 
weakened, individuals are forced to make social and financial 
arrangements for old age. This section explores three types of 
intergenerational arrangements made by Ghanaian women in 
their conscious and calculated attempts to provide for their 
old age. 
The first of these strategies is that of gifting residential 
property to a daughter by female market traders in the expec-
tation of care in the future. Typically, a grandmother or 
mother gifts her small business to a granddaughter or a 
daughter in return for support but preserves for herself a minor 
but continued role in trading. The second of these strategies 
is the leasing by women of part of the domestic home to 
relatives or people from the home town to ensure a source of 
income and social support in old age. The third strategy is the 
traditional one of providing foster services or child care. 
Occupational gifting and succession 
Women have a high rate of economic activity in Ghana; 
however their economic activities are primarily concentrated 
in the informal sector (Little, 1973). The majority of traders 
are women. More than 25 000 traders turn up dai ly at the 
various markets in Accra; 85r,(:, are women (Cutrufelli, 1983). 
Recent evidence indicates that around 60% of Ghanaian 
urban households depend solely upon the income of women 
in meeting their household survival needs (Aradayfio-Schan-
dorf, 1994). 
In exploring why women are so active in the trading sector 
of Ghana, and how they organize and combine their economic 
and social roles (Katila, 1994 ), data were collected which 
indicated the importance of intergenerational support struc-
tures in enabling women's access to the occupation of trading. 
The study reported on here was undertaken at Kaneshie 
Market, Accra; it is a quali tative investigation of the processes 
of occupational socialization, resource transfer from one 
generation to another, and co-operation and competition be-
tween adjacent traders. The study found that there is a strong 
social and economic culture of occupational inheritance 
among the women traders of urban Ghana. Although the study 
has so far been confined to an in-depth analysis of five female 
small businesses, its findings are consistent with those of 
other studies in the area and with the perceptions of local 
expert informants. There is no reason to suppose that its 
findings are not of general relevance, although clearly more 
research should be undertaken in this area before a conclusive 
statement can be made. For the present purpose, the findings 
illustrate intergenerational support processes in the kinship 
structures of developing societies. 
Women's poor access to the formal banking sector (Gabia-
nu, 1992), despite their predominance in the trading sector of 
Ghana, may well provide an explanation of a social and 
economic culture of occupational inheritance among female 
traders. Whatever the institutional features which produce a 
situation of occupational inheritance - a situation that is 
inherently about intergenerational support and exchange of 
services - it is clear that in Ghana occupational inheritance 
among women is widespread. Some aspects of this inter-
generational exchange are explored in greater detail; illustra-
tions from some of the case studies are given. 
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In investigating the occupational socialization of traders, it 
became clear that trading knowledge and skills were acquired 
and passed on through the kinship structure: from mother to 
daughter, from grandmother to granddaughter. Daughters and 
granddaughters initially ass isted their mothers and grand-
mothers in the running of the business, frequently by expan-
ding the catchment area of the businesses concerned by taking 
goods from the market stall or stand and hawkingJ them in the 
areas surrounding the market. 
Subsequently, daughters and granddaughters were gifted 
both the business and, most importantly, the business location 
by their elders. Indeed, as business locations are rarely owned 
by traders but are typically leased, mothers and grandmothers 
frequently enter into rental arrangements with the owners or 
managers of property, to ensure that their offspring will be 
permitted to occupy the business location when the appropri-
ate time comes.4 
In gifting or transferring resources to female offspring, it 
seems likely that older women put great weight on measuring 
the extent to which their own advancing years are a business 
disadvantage. On the basis of existing evidence, a view exists 
among female traders that there is a time in terms of a 
women's age or health which works against her being able to 
continue to operate effectively in a busy market environment. 
Health problems and the anticipation of such problems appear 
to play a role in determining the time at which women judge 
it is appropriate to transfer the business to a younger female 
relative. However, retiring from trading at a key market site 
does not mean reti ring from trading altogether, for such 
outgoing market traders typically undertake smaller volume 
trading at less pressured sites. Frequently, traders who surren-
der such busy market sites to their offspring will move 
through a slow, downward occupational career path towards 
trading at the front doorstep of their domestic space. Retire-
ment from the main markets is followed by trading in smaller 
markets or trading areas until trading becomes a home-based 
activity . Even here an older female trader has not yet reached 
the end of her career; over time a balance between the time 
spent trading on the doorstep and the time spent sleeping 
inside will shift in the direction of the time spent indoors. 
The trader's continued involvement in small trading, albeit 
from the domestic doorstep, provides her with a role which is 
suited to the level of her physical energies. From the perspec-
tive of her offspring business successors, the transfer of 
resources creates an obligation to provide support. The con-
tinued trading activities of older women provide more outlets 
for business operation where mothers and daughters partici -
pate in the same line of trading; however such outlets clearly 
operate at a lower level of activity than the main business. The 
presence of an older woman in the home frees younger 
females from child care enabling them to trade. 
I do nor know the amount of initial im•estment because I 
took over the business from my mother. I inherited my 
mother's business, spot and contacts. My mother left me 
all the pans ( 10) and sacks (30) to trade with. When my 
mother did not come hack to the market /took over and 
started sell in~ the ~oods my mother had already hou~ht . 
(Joyce, 29 years) 
My mother gave me the start-up capital to buy the pans, 
etc., and the first load of dough. (Mercy, 30 years) 
I started the business in 1984. I used to help out my 
mother when she was sellin~. 1 was in school before I 
started the business but it was agreed that when I finish 
my school my mother will step aside and I will take over. 
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1 have known that I will take over from my mother all my 
life. (Joyce, 29 years) 
For oldertraders, it is important that they ensure that offspring 
have access to income-earning opportunities and that they are 
proficient in these activities before the elderly are dependent 
on their support. It is thus important for older traders to hand 
over viable businesses to them. This imperative, given the 
dependence of women on access to informal economic acti-
vities and their substantial role in supporting the household in 
Ghana, may mean that older women give up key economic 
locations before their health forces them to do so, to ensure 
that sufficient household income will be avai lable for their 
future economic support. In the language of the respondents, 
it is an occupational expectation that older women will "step 
aside" in order to create the opportunities for the succeeding 
generations. 
In a study of the occupational travel requirements of fe-
male-headed households in Accra, Turner and Grieco ( 1993) 
also found that the reasons for occupational retirement of 
female traders were declining health and increasing child-
care responsibilities. 
• Case of the female trader from Russia.s This trader was 
the only income earner in her three-generation household 
of eight. She was the head of the household, owned the 
house, and earned additional income from letting rooms to 
three tenants. She had been selling shoes but had now 
changed to selling trunks. She expected to continue opera-
ting as a trader but would now prefer to sell from home 
because of transportation difficulties, tiredness and an op-
portunity to look after her children. Her youngest child was 
I 0-years old; she herself was 46. 
The study of Kaneshie traders found little evidence of inter-
generational support between respondents who were not con-
nected by kinship, although same-generation forms of 
self-help and economic co-operation clearly exist in the Gha-
naian institution of the susu.6 On the existing evidence kinship 
appears to be the primary form of intergenerational support 
in the trading sector; however as the number of elderly traders 
increases, this system may itself come under pressure. Simi-
larly, the modernization of the economy with its correspond-
ing expansion of the formal sector may in time erode these 
informal sector arrangements which support the current pat-
tern of intergenerational exchanges. 
Leasing of domestic space 
As has already been shown, numerous Ghanaian households 
are headed by females: current estimates indicate that the rate 
of female headship is as high as 60~ (Ardayfio-Schandorf, 
1994). The support and shelter of offspring are largely defined 
as a woman's responsibility. An argument that has been put 
forward to explain this high rate of female-headed households 
is widespread polygamy in Ghana (Ardayfio-Schandorf, 
1994). In general, polygamy is taken as evidence of the 
economic weakness and low status of women; however in 
Ghana it may be seen that whilst the heavy economic respon-
sibilities of women add to their labour and toil, their economic 
roles as earners and their domestic roles as heads of household 
expand and extend their decision-making and decision-taking 
powers beyond those enjoyed by women generally. 
As a head of a household, Ghanaian women have the power 
and authority to rent, lease and sub-lease accommodation. 
Research undertaken by the Social Administration Unit at the 
University of Ghana, in conjunction with the Transport Re-
search Laboratory in the United Kingdom, into travel, gender 
and household organization,7 and research by undergraduate 
students of the Social Administration Unit on urban organiz-
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ation in Accra. indicate that the practice of renting. leasing 
and sub-leasing of accommodation space is common among 
older women in Accra.~ Although the mate rials are qualita-
tive. given the evidence on the economic activities of Gha-
naian women and the predominance of female-headed 
households in urban areas, there is no reason to suppose that 
these findings on female involvement in leasing accommoda-
tion space are maverick. Heading a household means control-
ling the household 's space and determining what measures 
are necessary for raising the income necessary for the survival 
of the household. 
There are a number of features of the Ghanaian housing 
market which contribute towards the ability of women to earn 
income for themselves and for the household through sub-let-
ting. First, urbanization has led to a severe shortage of housing 
with new entrants to the labour market facing great difficulty 
in securing independent accommodation. Second, in order to 
obtain accommodation, would-be tenants have to find be-
tween one and five years' rent to pay a landlord as a deposit 
in order to gain a key to housing in their name. Lodging with 
older people who already have accommodation becomes a 
necessary stage on the housing career path towards an own-
name tenancy. Third, in Ghana the state has sought to protect 
tenants and to ensure their security of tenure; this would 
appear to be a factor which explains landlords' demands for 
several years' rent in advance. 
Older people who have resided in a particular dwelling for 
some time are likely to pay lower rents than newcomers to the 
labour market who have recently secured accommodation; 
past rents tend to be lower than current rents, while increases 
in rent are difficult to obtain given the existing legislation on 
landlord/tenant entitlements. The elderly, other things being 
equal, are able to charge lower lodging fees whether they own 
a property or whether they rent a property. For women who 
are beginning to step aside in the market-place in order to 
provide income-earning opportunities for offspring, letting 
accommodation provides a source of income for self and 
household which will maintain pace with inflation. In addi-
tion, sharing accommodation with members of a younger 
generation gives members of the older generation access to 
persons who can perform heavy physical tasks which they are 
increasingly unable to undertake. The qualitative evidence 
collected to date shows two major patterns: older women who 
own compound houses and lease out chamber and halls~ in 
these compounds to non-relatives, as well as to relatives who 
preserve accommodation for themselves within the com-
pound (Apt , 1991 ); and older women who share their accom-
modation with adult offspring. Both types of arrangement 
provide for intergenerational benefits: the elderly benefit 
from the health and wealth of the young; the young gain 
accommodation at an affordable cost. 
• Case of Mrs Armah. Mrs Armah lives with her husband 
in a three-bedroomed flat on the first floor of a two-storey 
house which she owns. She is a retired school teacher. The 
couple made it a policy to rent the two flats above theirs 
only to tenants who would be of use in times of crisis. One 
flat is rented to a non-relative who belongs to an important 
business association; the second flat is rented to a kinswo-
man of Mrs Armah who is a nurse and can thus offer the 
necessary personal and caring services (Apt, 199 1 ). 
• Case of female-headed household with infants, adults 
and tenants in Russia. This house is owned by a female; 
she has three tenants. The house-owner also has an apart-
ment which she shares with seven of he r children and their 
offspring but which is separate from the accommodation 
occupied by the tenants. She is 46-years old; however the 
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household structure is already three-generational and there 
is no reason to suppose that given her ownership of the 
property. the household will convert to a nuclear structure . 
When asked about child-care arrangements and the security 
of the house. she reported that one of the older youths 
( 19-years old) normally holds that responsibility; in the 
event of no-one being in the house, the doors to the house 
are locked and the chi ldren left in the care of the tenants. 
Interestingly, these tenants not only provide the ir landlady 
with child-care services but also lend her the fare each day 
to get to work; this sum is paid back in the even ing when 
she returns from trading (Turner & Grieco, 1993). 
We do not suggest that such arrangements are ideal but merely 
call attention to the fact that Ghanaian households headed by 
females are like ly to generate intergenerational support struc-
tures in the area of housing prov ision. Contro l over accom-
modation space provides olde r women wi th an opportunity to 
shape social relations around them into a more supportive 
form than might otherwise exist. 
Sub-letting and renting as a source of income for elderly 
women has not been sufficiently investigated in Ghana; ques-
tions which would reveal the pattern more fully have not yet 
been routinely included in surveys on sources of female 
income. Indeed, sub-letting and renting as a source of income 
are likely to be buried within the general statistic for children 
and relatives as sources of support for the elderly-a situation 
which disguises the two-way charac ter of the income sup-
. ' port/accommodation trade between the generations. 
Apt (1994) interviewed 96 urban and 182 rural elderly 
women on their sources of income. 10 As can be seen in Table 
1, ~hiklren and relatives are the key source of income for the 
elderly, followed by own earnings, with savings and pensions 
providing a very min imal source of support for them. 
Table 1 
Main sources of income of elderly urban and rural 
Ghanaian women* 
Source of income Urban women Rural women 
o/o % 
Formal work/employment 11 11 
Informal work 23 47 
Personal savings 3 6 
Government pension 3 
Military pension 
Spouse 18 24 
Children 72 79 
Other relatives 31 23 
N 96 182 
• Multiple responses. 
Offering child-care services 
T he presence of adult chi ldren in the homes of elderly women 
is typically accompanied by the presence of the children of 
those children. An elderly Ghanaian woman is like ly to share 
her domestic space with infants and children . Ghanaian men, 
;· it should be noted, frequently continue to become fathers in 
their old age; it is not unusual for men in their sixties to have 
infant offspring. Once again polygamy undoubtedly plays a 
role in this mismatch between the genders as to the age of the 
I 
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offspring. Divorcing older women and marrying younger 
women, i.e. male serial monogamy , is also a common cultural 
practice in Ghana. It can be argued that the perception that 
women are responsible for the shelter and support of offspring 
enables the social tradition of elderly fathers to persist. What-
ever the case, biological factors deterrnine that the infants and 
young children which women take care of in their later years 
are not their own but those of offspring. 
The percentages of Ghanaian women in urban and rural 
areas who provide child care, relative to other household 
activities which they perforrn, are shown in Table 2. 
Table 2 
Household activities of elderly urban and rural Gha-
naian women• 
Activity Urban Rural 
women women 
0/o % 
Child care 74 67 
Long-term care of sick/disabled 25 20 
Food preparation 62 64 
House cleaning 68 67 
Sewing/mending 32 25 
Washing/ironing 63 56 
Gardening 40 43 
Tending animals 59 27 
Shopping for the house 48 42 
Other domestic tasks 12 9 
N 96 182 
• Multiple responses. 
The presence of youngsters in the household can offer com-
pany and stimulation to the elderly; it can also place a consid-
erable burden on them. The social practice of "fostering" 
children out to non-parental kin was mentioned earlier and 
given as an example of an intergenerational practice which 
ensured that the elderly had an active social role in the 
community. Where adult offspring are not present in an 
elderly person's home but only their infants and children are, 
grandparents are customari ly expected to take care of the 
feeding, clothing and schooling costs of the grandchildren 
whom they foster. 
A societal advantage of the elderly taking care of the young 
is that it leaves the more physically-active generations free to 
attend to the heavier and more remunerative demands of 
economic activities. Those who have the greatest earning 
potential are thus given the greatest time and freedom to 
realise this potential. However, the costs of fostering can be 
sufficiently onerous on the elderly to force them to step up 
involvement in economic activities rather than step down. 
Apt van Ham ( 1991) discusses the case of a 61-year-old 
woman who had been a housewife for a number of years unti I 
her husband retired. In order to finance her husband's retire-
ment and the upkeep of three of her grandchildren, she be-
came economically active once more and took up a new career 
as a baker. She justifies her grandchildren's presence with her 
in terrns of the housework services which they provide. 
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I have no housemaid and therefore all the housekeeping 
chores rest upon my f?randchifdren, three of whom five 
with us. 
Similarly, the role of grandparent can force a change in the 
occupation of an older woman. Turner and Grieco ( 1993) cite 
the case of a woman who had given up long-distance trading 
and began selling cooked foodstuffs on her doorstep because 
this was more compatible with her child-care role. 
• Case of the long-distance traveller. This respondent is a 
head of a household. She sells Banku and Okro stew on her 
doorstep. She is the sole income earner in her three-gener-
ational household. All the co-residents are unemployed. A 
23-year-old daughter is learning to sew whilst a 20-year-old 
daughter is learning hairdressing. Initially, the household 
head was a trader in foodstuffs. This meant that she 
travelled outside Accra to purchase foodstuffs to sell. She 
says that she stopped this job for two reasons: first, the job 
involved too much travelling and cost in financial terrns; 
second, it took much of her time and prevented her from 
caring for her children and grandchildren. Therefore her 
change of job was to enable her to be at home to look after 
them. Her youngest child was 14-years old; she herself was 
53. 
For some elderly females, caring for grandchildren is com-
patible with simply being in the home without recourse to any 
paid economic activity; however more detailed studies of 
household financial organization need to be undertaken be-
fore any claim can be made that this situation is typical for 
Ghana. 
My mother sold petty materials for curtains at Kaneshie 
market. She was still tradinR at Kaneshie when I started 
my husiness hut I did not want to have her kiosk as a 
trading place hecause people do not often come there 
[second floor, side corridor], hut I kept my f?Oods locked 
away in there during the nif?hts. My mother f?Ot sick and 
Rave up tradinR and is now carinf?for her [?randchifdren 
at home. I kept her kiosk though hecause I have no other 
safe stora[?e facility for my goods. (Rebecca. 30 years) 
It is clear that in Ghana a three-way exchange takes place 
between the generations in terrns of financial support and 
assistance with personal and care services. However, prob-
lems exist regarding the much lauded fosteri ng system of the 
extended family, which should be borne in mind for policy 
development. The line between child labour and child care 
under these traditional fostering arrangements can be a very 
fine one, particularly in the case of female children. G irls are 
frequently placed with non-parental kin to provide assistance 
with household duties; the performance of these duties may 
frequently be at the cost of their schooling. Although there is 
some evidence from work undertaken on street children (Apt, 
Blavo & Opoku, 1992) about the existence of such excesses 
and their educational consequences, a comprehensive study 
of the problem is yet to be undertaken. 
Social esteem and support of the elderly: social 
welfare implications of intergenerational support 
The elderly who are deprived of a social role become diso-
riented and disturbed; meaningful routines and social stimu-
lation are important to keep them active and to maintain good 
mental health. Disoriented and disturbed elderly persons con-
stitute a social welfare problem, which will grow with a rapid 
increase in the number of elderly if appropriate social roles 
for persons in this age group are not found. Demographic 
trends call for a fundamental rethinking of how the different 
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generations should relate to one another in society generally. 
Esteem for the elderly was a feature of society when the 
elderly population was small; the elderly have grown in 
number, as a consequence of the benefits of modem society, 
while esteem for the elderly has in many respects diminished. 
Paradoxically, when the number of elderly has increased, and 
respect and esteem for the elderly is most necessary to mi-
nimize the social welfare problem of this group, social esteem 
of and support for the elderly has dramatically diminished. 
The same modernization processes which provide the elderly 
with longer lives typically remove the economic and social 
roles previously occupied by this group (United Nations, 
1991: 8). Urbanization and modernization have extended 
lives but with Jess esteem; the aged are deprived of the social 
and economic resources which permit them to retain a self-
image of independence and autonomy. 
Intergenerational support arrangements can help to 
preserve the social and self esteem of the elderly, thereby 
prolonging their active status and reducing the need for the 
provision of institutionalized forms of care in the First World, 
or social abandonment in the Third World. In order to explore 
this relationship between the development of intergener-
ational support structures and their utility in reducing the 
formal social welfare costs in societies where resources for 
formal social welfare are constrained, it is useful to return to 
the three forms of intergenerational support identified earlier 
which are used by women in Ghana. 
The first lesson that the self-organized arrangements d is-
cussed above offer current social policy is the importance of 
easing the elderly into retirement through a chain of occupa-
tional changes which recognize and respect both their capac-
ity for being active and their changing health status. In this 
way, feelings of social rejection and resultant mental disorien-
tation are minimized. An active economic role delays the 
inevitable physical and mental dependency of the old on 
younger generations. Societies which offer their old relevant 
but appropriate social roles reduce their welfare burdens. 
Depriving the ageing of economic activity not only reduces 
national income but places a burden on the social welfare 
system. Within Western-industrial countries, discussions are 
now taking place about raising the retirement age; within 
developing countries, the absence of a social welfare system 
has typically meant that the old have been forced to work in 
order to survive. Changes in the demographic structure mean 
that the number of elderly working at whatever level of 
reduced activi ty compared with their prime adult perfor-
mance levels is likely to radically increase. Maintaining an 
age career path which permits a gradual decline in activity 
instead of the brutal axe of formal retirement is a feature of 
Third World organization which should be preserved and 
even exported to the West; however given the ageing of the 
population in developing countries, this path is itselfl ikely to 
change its shape in respect of the ages at which reduced 
activity is deemed appropriate. 
The second lesson to be learnt from the occupational suc-
cession practices of Ghana's female market traders is that the 
savings of the elderly are not necessarily held in a bank. In 
developing contexts, where such institutions are far from 
stable, it is not surprising that the elderly start to anticipate 
their old age when they are young and deliberately create a 
visible debt owed to them by the younger generations, in order 
to secure future support. In Ghana, where a business has been 
transferred from one generation to the next, there is a cultural 
expectation of support. 
The third lesson from the practices of e lderly Ghanaian 
women is the contribution of intergenerational space-sharing 
arrangements to both income and personal comfort. As was 
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shown, both low-income and higher- income Ghanaian 
women are aware of the advantages of having tenants and 
lodgers, in order to provide for their economic survival in o ld 
age. Indeed, the evidence suggests that it is reasonable to 
argue that there is a strong strategic element involved in the 
selection of tenants. Even where kin are selected as tenants, 
there may be a strong instrumental reason as to why they are 
selected. Consider the example of Mrs Arn1ah and her kin 
member who was a professional nurse. That e lderly Ghanaian 
women use their control over property and tenancy entitle-
ments to construct intergenerational households which serve 
their income and social needs, is an important factor in 
reducing the social welfare costs which they generate for 
others. As was shown, widowed or divorced elderly females 
who have built intergenerational households either through 
their provision of accommodation for offspring or through 
their acquisition of tenants, substantially reduce their need to 
go outside their residence for financial or social aid. 
The fourth lesson from our examination of the self-or-
ganized social welfare practices of Ghana's elderly is the 
utility of two-way caring systems. The contribution that the 
elderly have made to child care has to a large extent been 
disguised by a focus on their role as the wise of the society -
the custodians of the culture. As African societies urbanize 
and modernize along their own cultural path, the contribution 
which the elderly can make to ensuring the availability of the 
fittest and most efficient workers to the nations may prove to 
be critical. Developing an institutional child day-care system 
that resembles the child-care systems of Western societies 
may not be an option for the African continent. Incorporating 
the elderly in modem child care may be unavoidable if social 
welfare costs are to be kept low. Similarly, removing the 
stimulation of children which the extended family and West 
African fostering practices provide from the elderly, without 
the provision of any substitute source of stimulation, may 
create a social welfare crisis with new sources of stimulation 
having to be sought and paid for. Our evidence shows the 
importance which grandmothers in Ghana attribute to their 
child-care role; the removal of such a role would have devas-
tating effects. 
Designing intergenerational policies for an ageing 
Africa 
In listing these lessons from Ghana, we do not suggest that 
existing arrangements are perfect. Clearly, there is a role for 
government and other agencies to play in supporting and 
improving the arrangements which we have identified. Our 
objective has been to h ighlight the extent to which social 
welfare functions which are borne by the state in many other 
polities are self-organized in the Ghanaian context. 
In other areas of Africa there may be similar indigenous 
practices which prolong active economic roles for the elderly 
and add to financial security in old age. It would be worth 
documenting these practices in the gerontological literature 
to ensure that they are not overlooked when planning for the 
future. 
Africa as a whole has to formulate an appropriate social 
welfare policy for the elderly as a matter of urgency. Whether 
the formulation takes place in countries without in-depth 
knowledge of black indigenous structures, or whether the 
countries inventory these practices and build their policies 
upon the basis of this knowledge, will have consequences for 
the whole of Africa. 
Our first concern should be to build an active role for the 
aged. As has been seen, population ageing will be problematic 
for the African continent as a whole; so far, the problem has 
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received very little policy attention as opposed to academic 
attention. 
Acceptance that the elderly operate at a reduced level of 
activity is important in the design of economic and labour 
policies which permit them continued activity in the econ-
omic sphere. In the same way that many polities have invoked 
measures which support the disabled to engage in economic 
activity, such measures should be similarly used to support 
the elderly to remain economically active. There is great 
variation in the physical capacities of the young elderly; the 
retirement process should recognize these variations and 
allow retirement to be determined by capacity and health, and 
not by age alone. Not to do so will mean that African society 
will increasingly experience the old as a burden and not as a 
resource. 
On considering how to preserve the traditional contribution 
of the elderly to child care, it is important that projects and 
programmes which focus on the townships recognize that the 
creation of child-care facilities which do not incorporate a role 
for the elderly, not only erode traditional intergenerational 
relationships but are also a social arrangement which in-
creases the burden on the state. New projects and programmes 
should be designed with an explicit intergenerational focus. 
Anti-racism and anti-sexism are not enough; anti-ageism 
should also be incorporated in policy considerations. This is 
not to suggest that the elderly should be asked to take on the 
burden of child care single-handedly; as has been seen, this 
may be a load rather than a pleasure. Rather, it is suggested 
that projects be designed to ensure a place for the elderly. 
To sum up, the way forward may be to anticipate the future 
shape of African society, and not to wait until problems reach 
crisis proportions before policy measures and solutions are 
sought for their management. An agenda for an intergener-
ational society should include a number of strategies. First, 
intergenerational societies should recognize the important 
contribution that the elderly can make and provide oppor-
tunities for them to make contributions. Further, the societies 
will need to harness the forms of self-organized intergener-
ational help already present on the African continent, and to 
use public-sector finance to encourage further intergener-
ational projects and infrastructure. Such efforts will reduce 
the social welfare burden carried by the state. Finally, an 
intergenerational society wi ll seek to re-educate its citizens to 
value their old and elderly, thereby promoting their social 
esteem. 
Notes 
I. Oppong ( 1994: 68) notes that by the sixties and early seventies. ''Detailed 
e thnographic and comparative s tudies had begun to reveal the extent to 
which the fostering of children by non-parental kin is common in African 
societies and how large proponions of children may grow up in the houses 
of aunts. uncles and grandparents." 
2. Cenain schools in the United Kingdom now invite the e lderly into the 
c lassroom to meet with c hildren and to share their experiences. The 
rationale for this procedure is that so many children come from s ingle-
parent homes and by involving the e lderly. a form of "foster" family is 
created. Simi larly. in Finland the e lderly are involved in after-school care 
schemes for the young: the e lderly provide care and supervision for the 
young until their parents arrive to collect them at the end of a working 
day: the young give companionship and s timulation to the elderly. 
3. Hawking is a common prac tice in Ghana; goods are loaded on the heads 
of hawkers who walk around selling the wares 10 cus tomers. 
4. During the fie ldwork it was observed that where a trader does not have a 
kin member who can immediate ly follow her into trading and she wishes 
to preserve the specific trading location for her successor. rent will be 
paid to keep that location empty until such time as the fami ly dynasty is 
once again able to occupy it (Katila, 1994). 
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5. Russia is a low-income district of Accra. 
6. Susu and adashie are local terms for an extens ive pattern of informal 
rotating credit and saving associations operating among cenain occupa-
tional groups, in which women predominate, such as market traders and 
poners (Gabianu, 1992). 
7. Three waves of qualitative-type research were undenaken: in April 1993, 
November 1993 and March 1994. 
8. Fieldwork notes of Alhassan Mahamadu Kamara on landlady/tenant 
relationships, University of Ghana, 1994. 
9. The typical form of low-income Ghanaian urban housing is a collection 
of buildings arranged around a counyard, i.e. a compound, with each 
building containing a number of separate accommodation units, each of 
whic h has a large room and a smaller room, i.e. a chamber and a hall. 
10. These tables are computed from the 1993 United Nations' Office at 
Vienna, Centre for Socia l Development and Humanitarian Affairs 
(UNOY /CSDHA) survey of the e lderly in Ghana. 
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of Kenya: culture and experience 
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Abstract 
Culture in the sense of beliefs or norms for behaviour may be 
at variance with the actual e.>.perience of individuals, as is the 
case with intergenerational relationships among the Samia of 
rural Western Kenya. Samia has undergone enormous 
changes in the 20th century; these changes have created 
differences in the knowledge and experiences of older and 
younger generations. While there is consensus across gener-
ations about behavioural norms based on principles of sen-
iority, respect and reciprocity, views diverge regarding how 
well ideals are lived up to in actual behaviour. Young people 
say that elders often do not understand modern life and they 
prefer being with other young people; many older people say 
that the young do not respect their elders, nor do they want 
to walk or sit and talk with elders. However data reported 
here indicate that contacts beMeen generations are frequent, 
providing opportunities for social interaction, skill acquisi-
tion, emotional support and reciprocal exchanges. Examples 
given include patterns of association in daily activities, the 
nature of intergenerational discourse, and family decision 
making involving Mo or more generations. Though not al-
ways smooth, relationships heMeen J?enerations are import-
ant sources of social interaction and mutual assistance, and 
frequent contacts provide a sense of generational continuity 
in afast-changinf? world. 
Introduction 
Intergenerational relationships among the Samia of rural 
Western Kenya are critical to the wellbeing of all family 
members. Such relationships are not always smooth, as is true 
in all societies (Foner, 1984 ). Nevertheless, they are impor-
tant sources of social interaction and mutual assistance. They 
also give individuals a sense of generational continuity, a 
sense of belonging in a particular social world. 
This social world has undergone enormous changes in the 
20th century- indeed, in the lifetimes of Samia who are now 
elderly (Cattell, 1989b, 1994a). The Samia of the 1880s lived 
in small walled villages; they had a self-sufficient agropasto-
ral economy, and a social system and culture virtually un-
touched by European influences. By the 1980s incorporation 
into the world political economy had brought to Samia 
money, cash cropping, labour migration, new technologies, 
Christianity, literacy, medicine and hospitals, and a cen-
tralized bureaucratic political system. While there are no 
towns or cities in Samia today, there are small trading centres 
and markets, public transportation, schools, churches, gov-
ernment clinics and a small hospital, telephones, a postal 
* Address correspondence to 
service and electricity lines. Nevertheless, contemporary 
Samia is decidedly rural. Most Samia are peasant farmers 
growing both subsistence and cash crops by labour-intensive 
hoe agriculture; girls and women carry water and firewood 
from sometimes distant sources to their homes and cook over 
open fires; most transportation is by foot. 
While younger Samia grow up in this rural environment, 
they encounter knowledge and have experiences which their 
elders commonly lack. About a third of older men have had 
some formal schooling, while only a handful of older women 
went to school; most older men but only a third of older 
women have worked or lived in a city. Today most younger 
people, female as well as male, attend school and spend at 
least some time, sometimes years, in urban employment 
and/or residence- in cities which have grown larger and more 
cosmopolitan than they were when their fathers and grand-
fathers knew them. When these younger generations return to 
Samia - as many do, during weekends and holidays, for 
funerals, and upon retirement- they bring with them know-
ledge of modem urban life which many e lders do not share. 
However when in Samia, the younger people resume the rural 
life-style and daily participation in family relationships. 
Intergenerational social contracts are currently being wide-
ly discussed, defended or denied, and, in short, renegotiated 
in Samia- and elsewhere in Kenya (Catte ll , in press). This 
debate concerns ideas which cluster into beliefs and values 
relating to lifeways rooted in the agrarian traditions of the 
Samia on the one hand and European-influenced patterns 
which have developed during the 20th century. These differ-
ent life-styles involve conflicting ideologies and differences 
of opinion, often along generational lines, though there is also 
much sharing of beliefs and daily activities . For example, 
Samia of all ages consider education to be the foundation for 
success in the modem world. The youngest generation is 
eager to attend school, while parents and grandparents 
struggle to pay school fees (a substantial proportion of most 
families' budgets). At the same time, older people often blame 
schools and modem education (okhusoma, a loan word from 
Swahili literally meaning "to read") for creating a gap be-
tween the generations (Cattell, n.d. ). Elders make remarks 
such as "Young people go to books for knowledge" and 
"Young people only want to speak English." Their observa-
tions are accurate in that schools remove young people from 
parental and grandparental influence and instruction in terms 
of space, time and the nature of knowledge, including the 
language of instruction, English, which only a few men and 
almost no women over the age of 50 know (Cattell, 1989a). 
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The purpose of this paper is to suggest the nature and extent 
of intergenerational contacts in daily life, which occur in spite 
of experiential and cognitive distances between generations. 
Such contacts give the generations opportunities for working 
and talking together. They constitute a sharing of interests and 
experiences which helps to build a sense of generational 
continuity and the will to continue cultural patterns of familial 
reciprocity and interdependence. 
Research methods 
My anthropological fieldwork among the Samia of rural 
Western Kenya has focussed on ageing and old age, and the 
lives of elderly Samia under circumstances of rapid socio-
economic and cultural change. This research has been guided 
by several perspectives: the much critiqued but influential 
modernization theory, initially formulated by Cowgill and 
Holmes (1972); ideas about the life course (Fry, 1990); and 
exchange theory, especially Caldwell 's (1982) concept of 
" net lifetime intergenerational exchange." The research ex-
tended over two years from November 1983 through Novem-
ber 1985, with visits of four to six weeks in 1982, 1987, 1990, 
1992 and 1993. The research was carried out in Western 
Kenya among two Abaluyia subgroups, primarily the Samia, 
and among families of my rural informants in the cities of 
Kisurnu and Nairobi. ' 
While I have used field-designed formal instruments (in-
cluding a survey of 416 women and men age 50 years and 
older), the major data sources are participant observation, 
including informal and in-depth interviews. I have lived 
among the Samia and have been incorporated as a member 
into two Samia families (plus another family in Bunyala); as 
a family member, I am expected to behave appropriately and 
to participate in family reciprocity. I have observed and 
interacted with numerous people in many homes, on roads 
and footpaths, and in other public places such as markets, 
churches and schools. I have shared daily activities, serious 
illness, theft, house fires, the struggle to educate children, 
marriages, births and deaths. My contacts include females and 
males of all ages with a range of social and economic charac-
teristics . 
The result is a wide-ranging knowledge of Sarnia society 
and culture, recorded in extensive and varied fieldnotes and 
what Ottenberg (1990) calls "headnotes," or data recorded 
only in one 's memory.2 In addition to the survey question-
naires, the written fieldnotes include a narrative field journal 
and topical notes which describe events and conversations. In 
addition, there are biographical interviews (tapes and tran-
scriptions), a household census in one village, focussed inter-
views (mini-surveys on a particular topic), essays by seventh 
and eighth grade schoolgirls, funeral speeches (tapes and 
transcriptions), maps ranging from a map of Samia (see 
Cattell, 1994c) to sketches of family compounds and house 
interiors, photographs and videos, cultural materials (folk-
tales, proverbs, riddles, songs), language materials, genea-
logies , archival materials from Nangina Hospital, and others.' 
Not all these materials relate directly to the topic at hand, 
though many do; but all taken together (along with others ' 
publications) constitute the sources of my knowledge of 
Samia culture and the lives of Samia people. 
Culture: ideals and attitudes 
Everyday behaviour is guided by cultura·l beliefs and ideals. 
Among Sarnia of all ages, ideals of respect and reciprocity are 
widely shared regarding expectations of behaviour among kin 
(Catte ll , 1989a: 330-59). 
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"Respect" (esitiwa) is a word that is frequently heard in 
Samia, especially in reference to respecting those older than 
oneself, or in elders' complaints about not being respected. 
The principle of seniority is paramount, as it is throughout 
sub-saharan Africa (Robertson, 1986; Rosenmayr, 1988). The 
rule is simple: those senior in age and generation should be 
listened to, respected and obeyed. In practice, there are many 
complexities. Age and generation are not always congruent, 
as when an uncle is younger than his nephew. Expectations 
for behaviour in certain kin dyads relax the respect rules. For 
example, grandparents and grandchildren may be free and 
easy with each other, even to the extent of approved sexual 
joking (Cattell, 1994c). This contrasts with expected beha-
viour between parents and children, and especially between 
in-laws, who are expected to show respect by modesty in 
speech and behaviour and, in some cases, by avoidance rules 
such as not shaking hands, eating at the same table, or sitting 
on the same bench in church. Also, since kinship is widely 
extended, mistakes can be made unwittingly if one is not 
careful. As one young woman told me: "I never sit on the same 
bench with an old man, even if I don 't know him, because he 
might be my father-in-law." 
A second principle undergirding family relationships is 
reciprocity, which governs a moral economy of familial ex-
change that ideally ensures that in the long run everyone is 
fairly treated. This expectation underlies implicit contracts 
concerning appropriate exchanges between kin dyads; the 
exchanges include material goods, labour, affection, informa-
tion and advice, and are conceived in a life-time framework 
(Caldwell, 1982; Fapohunda & Todaro, 1988; LeVine & 
LeVine, 1985). Samia primary intergenerational contracts are 
between parents and children, as is the case in all societies 
(Rubinstein & Johnsen, 1982). Relationships between grand-
parents and grandchildren are also important in themselves 
and as extensions of parent-child relationships (Cattell, 
1994c). The essence of these intergenerational contracts is 
that parents and grandparents are responsible for young child-
ren; in turn, older and adult children are expected to respect 
their elders, work for them, assist in other ways (e.g. pay 
school fees for younger siblings), and ultimately care for 
elderly parents and grandparents. 
These ideals of respect and reciprocity are widely shared 
among Samia of all ages. From eighth graders to the very 
oldest, many Samia expressed themes of reciprocity and 
familial interdependence. When interviewed, some old 
people said: "I can still take care of my people. I still work. I 
still feed my family. " Younger people, even primary school 
pupils, combined personal ambition with family responsi-
bility, hoping for a good education in order to get a job and 
help their family. An eighth-grade girl wrote in an essay that 
she wanted to help her family , "because I saw the suffering 
they have had with my school fees." Statements which reveal 
a clear conception of life-time intergenerational exchange 
often included the phrase, "After all, my parents fed me and 
cared forme when I was young ," along with remarks concern-
ing the necessity of caring for elderly parents. Feeding is a 
key metaphor of nurturing and caring for others. 
An image of old age frequently invoked by Samia to 
express proper fulfillment of intergenerational obligations 
was that of an old person "sitting and eating": basking in the 
sun , or sitting before a fire and waiting for food to be brought 
to him/her. Though most old people in my survey (63 %, 
n=41 6) saw "no goodness" in old age, some said: "Old age is 
[or can be] good if you have children to help you; then you 
can just sit and eat." The image of old age as a time to sit and 
eat was also used by young people, though they tended to 
perceive old age as an opportunity to relax from hard work 
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and meeting responsibilities - an interesting difference in 
viewpoints which was clearly a consequence of one's position 
in the life course. 
However, though there was intergenerational agreement 
about the obligations between children and parents, older 
people frequently voiced opinions that young people today 
neither respect their elders nor seek their advice. For their part 
young people, while supporting the ideal of seeking advice 
from elders and being respectful in their presence generally, 
often remarked that old people really do not understand 
modem life, or have the knowledge that is needed to get along 
in today's world. 
During conversations and interviews elders recalled "our 
days" when children respected their parents, sat with them, 
and listened to their advice (Cattell, 1989b ). Such reminiscen-
ces often included a counterpoint, a direct contrast with the 
situation today: "Young people nowadays don't want to walk 
[or sit/eat/talk] with old people." As one man in his 80s 
forcefully said: "Do I give advice? Who comes to me for 
advice?" In the survey of 416 older Samia, such comments 
were often made to explain responses to a question asking 
whether there is a gap today between old and young; 90 % 
agreed with the statement. Many explanatory comments on 
this and related questions focussed on schools and gener-
ational differences created by education (discussed earlier). 
Nearly as many secondary school students (74 % of a 
survey sample of 69 students) agreed that there is a generation 
gap; 22 % specified the cause of the gap as education. Other 
causes included culture change ( 16 %),and differences in the 
attitudes and behaviours of young and old (29 %). Three-
quarters of these students agreed that education brings prob-
lems between young and old. A 17-year old said: "Old people 
believe that though they aren't educated they still eat. But 
young people believe that without education you can't sur-
vive." This view reflects radically different orientations to 
work, with the older generation relying on farming and the 
younger generation hoping for educational success and sala-
ried employment. At the same time, young people recognize 
the difficulties of achieving success in the modem economy 
and the value of farming on family land as, at the least, having 
something to fall back on (Cattell , 1988). 
Further, when asked whom they consulted when they had 
problems and with whom they discussed their hopes and 
plans, many students named parents. Asked if they thought 
various persons in senior generations understood their hopes 
and plans, 59% thought that their mothers did, 41 %(of the 
56 with living grandparents) that thei r grandparents did, and 
23 % that their fathers did. These responses probably reflect 
the fact that Samia young people are emotionally closer to 
mothers and grandparents than to fathers, and that fathers are 
more likely to be absent from the home in outside employ-
ment, or socializing with age mates. They also highlight the 
fact of variation in intergenerational relations. 
Experience: work and sociability 
Contexts of social interaction 
As I learned from observations made while walking along 
roads and footpaths, visiting homes, and from numerous 
conversations and interviews, Samia life and work occur in 
social contexts shaped by the sexual division of labour and 
pervasive gender and age hierarchies (Cattell , 1989a, b; 
1994b). Samia social hierarchy is created from the complex 
interplay of gender and age and other factors such as kinship. 
Thus, for example, a middle-aged man who "rules" his wife 
will defer with great respect to his elderly mother, and older 
women may have a great deal to say in family decision-mak-
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ing processes and in other social arenas in th is overtly patriar-
chal society (cf. Herbert, 1993; Udvardy & Cattell, 1992). 
Samia kinship is strongly patrilineal. Every child is born 
into the clan (oluyia) and patrilineal descent group (enyumha, 
also meaning ''house") of the father and remains a member 
for life. Because females are peripheral to the descent line, 
they are depersonalized in genealogies through use of clan 
rather than personal names and, after one or two generations, 
are dropped from genealogical recitations. Living females, 
however, have important lineage duties all their lives. Married 
daughters/sisters (ahakoko) are called home by fathers, uncles 
or brothers to participate in discussions and rituals during 
family crises such as marriage decision making and funerals. 
Clans and partilineages tend to be localized because sons 
usually bring their wives to live on their father 's land.4 This 
patrilocal residence pattern is reinforced by the reality of 
contemporary land shortages which tie males to land inherited 
from their fathers (females do not inherit land). Thus brothers 
and half-brothers' often live on adjacent farms, their sons and 
grandsons remain on the same land (further subdivided), and 
male "cousins" live nearby. Enyumha are usually three gener-
ations deep, breaking up into new enyumha with the death of 
the last brother or half-brother in the senior generation. Thus 
many family homesteads (amadaala ) are occupied by groups 
of brothers and their families, and most older people live with 
sons, sons' wives and grandchildren. In the survey of old 
people of Samia, 78 %of the women (n=200) and 70 % of the 
men (n=216) lived in a three-generation edaala, most com-
monly with daughter(s)-in-law and grandchildren, and often 
sons (though sons are more likely to be absent in outside 
employment). 
Even in this strongly male-oriented situation, maternal ties 
are significant. They are institutionalized in a variety of ways, 
including the special relationships of mother 's brother and 
sister's son, and the ongoing visits and exchanges between 
mothers and daughters- and daughters ' children- even after 
daughters marry and move away (Cattell, 1994c). 
Nearly all Samia work in the shamha (field, garden), plant-
ing, cultivating and harvesting both food and cash crops; most 
other work is distinctly women's or men's work. Women 
carry out a variety of activities relating to food preparation, 
domestic tasks and child care; men's work involves clearing 
fields for planting, herding livestock, and house building and 
repair. Adolescents and adults rarely cross these gender lines, 
though male grandchildren (including adults) may ignore 
them if they are doing something for their grandmother, e.g . 
bringing her water. Many female social activities occur in 
work contexts, e.g. mothers and daughters fe tch water 
together, or work in the kitchen together. Men more often than 
women have leisure time apart from daily work for relaxing 
and socializing. Meals, which are important occasions for 
conversation, are probably less gendered today than they were 
a generation or two ago, when men and boys ate around a fire 
built before the cowshed, and women, gi rls and small children 
ate separately in the kitchen. Nowadays women and children 
may still eat in the kitchen, though in some homes they may 
join male family members for meals. 
Another factor in intergenerational contacts is relative age 
or seniority. Unlike some Abaluyia groups well known in the 
literature (Sangree, 1966; Wagner, 1949, 1956), theSamiadid 
not and do not have circumcision age grades or a forn1al age 
group system. Hence social maturity is not achieved in a 
group process marked by ritual but individually and grad-
ually, through marriage and parenthood; one's peers or age 
mates are ahandu ahandehulwa, "people born together," and 
ahandu ahandesimhukha, "people growing up together." 
v~~------------------------------------------------------------~--~----------~==~~~~-===~ 
Maturity evolves into old age, marked by the end of a 
person's reproductive career (including, for women, the end 
of menstruation) and loss of physical strength, the latter 
associated with the ability to grow food and provide for one's 
family, i.e. to meet adult responsibilities. Any old person is to 
be respected, but someone who is merely old (omukofu) but 
still works and leads the family is to be obeyed. Whereas the 
very old, hence frail elder (omukofu muno) should be cared 
for and perhaps and even feared, as being close to the spirits 
of ancestors (emisambwa). 
Respect is shown through verbal and behavioural de-
ference, and through obedience to the commands of one' s 
seniors. A senior is anyone older than (born before) oneself, 
though kinship and other factors also affect definitions of 
seniority. The obedient child is the exemplar of a respectful 
junior. Such a child willingly and promptly carries out errands 
for older siblings and adults. Children also show respect by 
silence, by listening quietly and agreeing with whatever is 
said. Samia children in the presence of adults are quiet, 
whether in church, school or family settings. Most intergener-
ational relationships are ordered by similar norms of respect-
ful behaviour, though seniority can be less clearcut among 
adults and obedience more problematic, with the advantages 
of higher status individuals often contested (Cattell, 1992, 
1994c). 
Patterns of association in daily activities 
In focussed (topical) interviews with an opportunistic sample, 
46 men and 5 1 women ranging in age from their twenties into 
the nineties were asked to state their previous day's activities 
and with whom they were done. Most older people (age 50+, 
n=4 1) reported intergenerational contacts in at least one and 
often in more than one activity. Only seven elders (5 men, 2 
women) reported no intergenerational companions in any 
work or leisure activity during the day, among them a man 
who spent the day alone because he was sick and another man 
who had been on an all-day trip the previous day. 
Table 1 
Selected work and social activities of older Samia 
women and men (age 50+) carried out with intergener-
ational companion(s) (1984): frequencies 
Work/social activity Women Men 
Went to the shamba 17 9 
Prepared meal(s) 15 N.a. 
Carried water 9 N.a. 
Ate together 20 12 
N 23 18 
In Samia, work is labour-intensive and unremitting. Everyone 
works, young and old; there is no retirement from farming, 
cooking or child care. The most time-consuming and every-
day work tasks are going to the shamba and, for women, 
carrying water and cooking. Water is fetched from small 
streams, protected springs, wells or public taps (which often 
do not work). For many, fetching water means walking up to 
an hour or more a day. Cooking may begin with "going to the 
shamha to look for vegetables," and/or grinding flour. Food 
is cooked over open wood fires or in small charcoal burners. 
These three activities, together with eating meals, were often 
done with intergenerat ional companions, most commonly 
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sons, daughters, grandchildren and/or daughters-in-law (see 
Table 1 ). Women's work of fetching water and cooking was 
done only with other females and/or grandchildren (the sex 
was not specified). Work in the shamba was frequently done 
in mixed sex and generation groups. The majority ate meals 
with children and/or g randchildren, sometimes with spouses 
or daughters-in-law. 
Swinging a hoe is hard work. In the shamba people devote 
most of their energy to working, though they relax and chat 
with each other and greet passersby from time to time. Fetch-
ing water provides a better opportunity than working in the 
shamba, for chatting with one's companions and people met 
on the way. (One never walks anywhere in Samia without 
meeting others who are also on foot.) Women talk with each 
other and other family members and visitors as they cook. 
After a meal is served, the women and girls who cooked may 
eat together in the companionable warmth of the kitchen. 
These and other work settings, which frequently involve 
workers of two or three generations, are everyday settings for 
gossip and discussion, the exchange of information and opin-
ions, the making of plans, and so on. They are also places 
where members of younger generations learn the local skills 
necessary for physical and social survival which their elders 
possess. 
Much knowledge of Samia elders is no longer h ighly va-
lued by younger Samia, having been displaced by European 
and other non-local knowledge through formal education, 
books, mass media, government officials such as chiefs and 
agricultural extension officers, religious institutions, new 
medical practices, and urban employment and residence (Cat-
tell, 1989a). This new knowlege includes literacy, numeracy, 
new languages (English and Swahili), Christian and other 
European beliefs (e.g. the causes of illness and misfortune, 
and how to deal with them), and cosmopolitan knowledge -
the knowledge needed for urban success. However knowl-
edge of farm ing, wild foods. cooking, local crafts, indigenous 
rituals, family history, kinship and proper behaviour con-
tinues to be regarded as valuable knowledge held by elders 
which they can pass on, verbally and by example, as they go 
about their work and during meals. 
Associates, helpers and confidants 
In a different focussed interview concerning social interac-
tions of older Samia, 30 men and 30 women aged 50+ were 
asked three sets of questions about regular social contacts, 
instrumental relationships and confidants.6 All these old 
people (even the o ldest, a woman of 84 and a man of 99) 
reported a variety of social resources and, with few excep-
tions, frequent daily social contacts . These contacts were with 
two broad categories of persons: close kin, especially spouses, 
children, grandchildren, and (for men) brothers; and friends, 
age mates and colleagues in work groups. Most saw their 
children frequently (daily or several times a week), also 
spouses, except for the 15 widowed women; and many men 
saw their brothers frequently. Grandchildren and daughters-
in-law were less frequently mentioned. 
The generational lines are clear (see Table 2). Close kin of 
all generations are daily associates and often helpers, the 
people with whom one eats and works, who provide daily 
necessities. Nearly all men (25 of the 30) but only five of the 
15 married women mentioned spouses as helpers in all three 
categories of assistance (work, money. food). Friends and 
colleagues of one's own generation, spouses, and for men, 
brothers were named as helpers and overwhelmingly as con-
fidants. 
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Table 2 
Associates, helpers and confidants of older Samia men 
and women (age 50+) (1984): frequencies 
Associates Helpers Confidants 
Men Women Men Women Men Women 
Close kin 
Spouse 23 11 ' 25 s· 24 a· 
Son and/or 
daughter** 25 24 19 25 8 10 
Grandchild 25 15 7 12 2 4 
Daughter-in-law 11 12 5 8 4 
Friends/age mates 
Friend 4 6 2 8 13 9 
Work group 9 6 
N 30 30 30 30 30 30 
Fifteen of the women were widows. 
Many mentioned both sons and daughters, but men more often 
mentioned sons and women more often mentioned daughters. 
Confidants are individuals with whom one relaxes during 
leisure time, and shares feelings, thoughts, worries and se-
crets, and from whom one seeks advice. The majority of the 
confidants were persons of the same generation as the re-
spondent, many of whom were not kin but friends and age 
mates (by far the most common), fellow Christians and neigh-
bours. "My wife" and "my husband" were often mentioned 
as confidants. Scattered responses in each category included 
a few sons, daughters and grandchildren , especially among 
the women. For example, four men and 12 women said that 
they confided their worries to their children and grandchild-
ren; three men said they shared secrets with a son; seven 
women shared secrets with sons, daughters and grandchild-
ren. One man said that he shared his secrets "with my last-
born son who will inherit my properties." A third kept their 
secrets tru ly secret, sharing them with no one. 
Advice-seeking was confined entirely to one's own and 
higher generations (parents, "elders"), except for one woman 
(a 75-year-old widow) who named her son as the person from 
whom she sought advice. Advising others who have problems 
and concerns is considered by all generations to be a pre-emi-
nent responsibility of elders, female and male. For elders to 
seek advice from juniors would be to contradict strongly-held 
and widely-shared beliefs, so they either counseled them-
selves ("I advise myself'), or went to peers for advice. A 
65-year-old man stated the principle and the practice suc-
cinctly: " I go to anyone who's older than 1." 
lntergenerational discourse 
Another way to consider in tergenerational relationships is 
through daily discourse: who converses with whom and what 
is discussed. Shared work and a cultural emphasis on socia-
bility encourage conversation throughout the day. Since the 
majority of family compounds in Samia are multigener-
ational, as discussed earlier, older persons are usually present 
in a home and intergenerational discourse is facilitated. 
My six research assistants reported on 25 "natural" conver-
sations in their own homes, located in six different areas of 
Samia. These conversations were natural in that no inquiring 
anthropologist was present nor in any way participated in 
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setting an agenda. Most of the conversat-ions involved mem-
bers of two or three generations. The groups ranged from two 
to 18 persons: one group had 25 individuals (which probably 
included several chi ldren, who sit quietly in adult gatherings). 
The median size of the groups was ten. All but five groups 
included individuals of both sexes. 
Only general topics and their time orientation to the present, 
or to the far or near past or the future were recorded- not the 
content of an entire discussion. In the fi fteen conversations in 
which three generations were present, most topics were intro-
duced by members of the two older generations. with males 
slightly more likely to take the lead in initiating a discussion. 
Members of the senior generat ions introduced a variety of 
topics from the distant past. including marriage, child care, 
ceremonies, the respect which old people used to get, and the 
teaching of ebima (Samia customs and behaviour) to young 
people. There were few references to the distant future. The 
greatest interest of everyone, of every age and either gender, 
was the present and aspects of life in which persons of all ages 
share an interest: food , famine, work, pregnancy, health, 
marriage, other relationships. land, education, employment, 
money, and various recent events, or events about to take 
place. 
There is nothing unusual abo ut these topics- they are the 
"stuff' of everyday life which came up over and over in 
ordinary conversations throughout my research. Of course 
individuals o ften have differing opinions. A son who came 
home from school with a new way of growing maize (the 
staple crop) was told by his father, "We are growing food in 
the way my father taught me, and we are still eating;" the son 
concluded that his father was a man who did not understand 
today's world. When an unmarried young woman did not 
bother to learn a new acquaintance's clan, family elders 
reproved her " because you might marry your cousin" (thus 
breaking the rules of clan exogamy) and misfortunes would 
follow from such a marriage. In situations such as these, each 
generation becomes impatient wi th the other. But so far as 
Samia intergenerational relationships are concerned, such 
conversations are evidence of both a common ground of daily 
concerns which bind the generations together. and an ongoing 
discourse which allows the different generations to state their 
positions and negotiate new understandings. 
Family decision making 
Another way of looking at intergenerational re lationships is 
through decision-making processes. Family decision making 
operates through hierarchy and consensus. The opinions of 
juniors and females may or may not be heard, depending on 
a situation and the participants: final decisions are usually 
made by senior males. except decisions regarding women's 
work. Women make all decisions concerning their own work. 
including which food to prepare for meals, with senior women 
taking the lead in the decision making. This can be seen in the 
following account of a mother and her daughter deciding 
which grain to grind for the evening meal, a decision made 
daily as a woman fulfills her responsibility of feeding her 
family. 
• Case 1: Women's work-related decision making. This 
{which grain to grind} was discussed amon~ the four of us. 
that is, mom, r.vo sisters and I. I suggested that we should 
grind mai:e-millet flour and mother opposed. saying since 
we had so little mai:e remaining in the granary. we should 
grind cassava-sorghum flour. The other sister said that 
instead of all these. we ma.vjust grind mai:e flour because 
it is good and can he eaten se\·era/ times e1·en with greens. 
We discussed m·er this matter and motherfinally agreed to 
gi1•e us mai:e to grind. (Account by a daughter) 
Decisions about work may be made anywhere and at any time 
but formal family or lineage meetings are called to discuss 
larger issues. At such meetings those who are directly affected 
will usually "advise" (give their opinions). For example, a 
family which was planning to build a house had a meeting of 
the parents and children to decide on a site. The parents and 
sons stated their choices but the daughters , who will leave 
home when they marry, listened silently. In another family 
which met to discuss how to reduce the disturbances created 
by a junior wife who was a problem drinker, the husband, the 
senior wife, and the adult son and daughter who lived in the 
home met with the husband 's visiting sister, who had been 
insulted by the drinker - the immediate cause of the meeting. 
Each had a chance to speak. 
Marriage decisions and funeral s, which affect persons be-
yond the immediate fam ily, may require the summoning of 
lineage members, i.e. a senior male's brothers and sisters. 
After discussion, a final decision will be made by the senior 
male and those who have not spoken (the younger generation) 
are expected to state their agreement, as in this case: 
• Case 2: A lineage group's marriage decision. When my 
sister decided to get married, many people were not 
agreeing with the man of her choice. Father decided to 
consult his brothers and sisters. They all came and sat in 
my mother's house f or discussion. My father's brothers 
decided that my sister should not marry because they were 
not happy with the hoy' sfamily. My aunts [father's sisters} 
said that my sister can marry the hoy so long as the hoy is 
ready to take care of her and live peacefully. My mother 
told my sister that she should not say that she is suffering 
in future; if she does, no one is going to sympathize with 
her. The final decision was made by my father's older 
brother who told my sister to go and marry the hoy. He said 
that anybody is supposed to stay with a person of their 
choice. Other people being younger in the family agreed 
with what he said. (Account by the would-be bride's sister) 
As can be seen in these examples, fami ly decision making, 
like other aspects of intergenerational discourse, maintains 
the privileges of seniority while allowing juniors to partici-
pate, learn and, at least some of the time, express their 
opinions. 
Conclusion 
In contemporary Samia, generation gaps have resulted from 
extensive socio-economic change and differences in the 
knowledge and experience of older and younger generations, 
as well as from the geographic dispersion of families associ-
ated with school attendance and labour migration. Much 
knowledge possessed by elders is not valued by the youngest 
generation - though there is intergenerational consensus on 
ideals and norms of fam ily reciprocity and standards of beha-
viour based on the cultural ideal of respect. Young people say 
thai older people do not understand modem life, while elders 
complain that young people avoid them. 
If one went by talk alone, it would seem that the generations 
spend little time together. However, as has been shown, 
intergenerational contacts are frequent, occurring in a variety 
of situations including everyday work and social settings, and 
occasional formal family and lineage meetings convened to 
deal with problems and crises. The current rural life-style in 
Samia encourages intergenerational mixing in the home, in 
work and in conversation. Older Samia often take the lead in 
conversations. Elders attempt to instruct their juniors in 
Samia customs and remind them of their cultural heritage, but 
much discussion centres around immediate contemporary 
Southern African Journal ofGemntology ( 1994 ), 3(2) 
experiences and problems which everyone shares. These on-
going discourses allow the different generations to state their 
positions and negotiate new understandings. 
Frequent intergenerational contacts provide opportunities 
for social interaction and skill acquisition, emotional support, 
and reciprocal exchanges of information, food, money and 
labour. They stimulate and maintain shared interests and 
intergenerational co-operation over common concerns with 
land, food, relationships, birth, marriage and death. Indeed, it 
is the generational continuities, both cultural and experiential, 
which in the long run sustain Samia society and enable change 
to occur without complete social disruption. Without this 
constant reinforcement, it is a question whether the will to 
continue cultural patterns of familial reciprocity and interde-
pendence, so important to the welfare of both young and old, 
could be sustained in a fas t-changing world. 
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Notes 
I . The other subgroup is the Banyala. who live south of Samia and who are 
culturally very similar to the Samia. (Banyala are the people. Bunyala is 
the place.) Data reponed in this article are from Samia. 
2. Perhaps the best validation of this knowledge has come from literate 
Samia who have read my dissenation and anicles. Invariably they tell 
me: "You really know our culture." 
3. Many of the forms and questionnaires are reproduced in the appendix to 
my dissenation (Cattell. I989b: 604-93). 
4. This localization of descent groups was confi rmed by a household census 
in Siwongo village. 
5. Polygyny is widespread. with about a third of men being polygynously 
married (Cattell , I989b); many men therefore have half-brothers. i.e. sons 
of the father's co-wife (or wives). 
6. All but ten of these people had been previously interviewed in a larger 
survey of 4 16 elders (Cattell. 1989b). 
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Abstract 
In-depth interviews with 64 Durban township residents rep-
resenting several generations highlighted intergenerational 
conflict as a feature of working-class township family life. 
Informants related this problem to the changing face of 
"traditional" notions of respect for the older generation 
within families , according to which youth should (i) show 
deference and obedience towards members of the older 
generation , and (ii) regard them as valuable social guides. 
Members of the older generation (aged beMeen 50 and 60 
years) , particularly men, tended to dwell on the former com-
ponent of respect, referring to the younger generation' s 
fa ilure to treat them with the deference and obedience which 
they felt was their due. The youth in the study (aged befll!een 
17 and 23 years) dwelt on the latter component, with many 
suggesting that their elders were not always qualified to guide 
them in facing the challenges of modern township life . It is 
argued that while intergenerational relations are currently in 
turmoil, this does not indicate a "breakdown" of township 
family relations. The family appears to remain a resilient 
institution. Further, the severity of current intergenerational 
problems is related to particular features of the present 
historical moment in South Africa, characterized by rapid 
social change./t is concluded that the severity of the problem 
could decrease as members of the present younger generation 
come to take their places as parents and grandparents. 
Introduction 
Intergenerational conflict emerged as a key feature of town-
ship family life in interviews with working-class black Zulu-
speaking township residents which investigated the effects of 
social change on family life and the changing role of the 
family in the socialization of youth. Members of the older 
generation (aged between 50 and 60 years) who were inter-
viewed often complained that they had no control over young 
people. They repeatedly referred to a breakdown of inter-
generational respect, which they regarded as a pillar of tradi-
tional African social relations. Many members of the older 
generation said that they lacked confidence when trying to 
advise their children in a world that was changing at an 
alarming pace. Elders' responses to this situation varied from 
bewilderment to anger to fear. 
The responses of members of the younger generation (aged 
between 17 and 23 years) to their elders varied. The majority 
said that it was important to respect adults; however their 
* Address correspondence to 
notion of respect was more conditional than many parents 
might have felt was their due. Some youths despised their 
parents for their old-fashioned views and were dismissive of 
parental advice. 
Intergenerational problems are part of every society. As an 
informant, Mr T,1 commented: "From the primitive days, 
there have been changes between elderly people and the 
young. Youth take over from the adults, and the adults don't 
like it." All the respondents agreed that the problem had 
become particularly acute since the early 1980s. The un-
usually rapid pace of social change in South Africa and the 
associated social instability make intergenerational conflict 
particularly intense amongst working-class township families 
at this time. Further, the form of intergenerational conflict in 
South Africa is closely tied to the wider economic and politi-
cal context of family life. 
The interviews 
This paper draws on two research projects, both which used 
interviews to collect information from residents of Umlazi 
township in Durban. The first project was the pilot study of 
the Natal Family Project, conducted in 1988 under the aus-
pices of the Organization for Appropriate Social Services in 
South Africa (OASSSA). It focussed on the psychological 
and social effects of apartheid and capitalism on township 
family life. This project involved detailed unstructured inter-
views with 22 members offive township families. Intergener-
ational conflict emerged as a key issue. Informants linked the 
problem to a decline of parental authority within families, 
with youth often turning to competing social groupings and 
institutions (e.g. peer groups, political groupings and the 
school) for advice and guidance. A second follow-up project, 
conducted in 1990-91, focussed on the changing role of the 
family as an agent of socialization of youth. This project 
involved open-ended, semi-structured interviews with 42 
men and women aged between 17 and 23 years. It investigated 
the role played by group memberships such as the family, the 
peer group, the church and poli tical groupings in the devel-
opment of youth identity. 
In both studies information was collected during personal 
interviews, conducted by the author and Zulu-speaking co-in-
terviewers. All the older informants had been born in rural 
areas; they had mainly come to the urban area when they 
reached working age. In this paper this group is referred to as 
Dr Catherine Campbell . Department of Social Psychology, The London School of Economics and Political Science, Houghton Street, 
London WC2A 2AE. United Kingdom. 
37 
Southern African Journal ofGerontolog_v ( 1994 ). 3(2) 
the "older generation." All of these informants were also 
grandparents. 
The women and men referred to in this paper as the 
"younger generation," or "the youth" had all been born and 
raised in Umlazi. 
Drawing on data from both sets of interviews, intergener-
ational conflict is characterized in terms of three closely 
related features: 
• Transforming notions of respect within families; 
• youths ' assessment of the older generation's qualifications 
to act as social guides; and 
• the changing role of fathers (and to a limited extent mo-
thers) within the family. 
The notion of "tradition" was a key reference point in the 
informants' accounts of intergenerational relationships. In 
referring to "tradition," the informants of the older generation 
recalled an idyllic rural past, where families were economi-
cally self-sufficient, lived comfortably off the land, social 
relations were rigidly ordered and hierarchical, and young 
people obeyed their elders. However so-called traditional 
social relations may not always be accurate reflections of the 
past and may often represent mythical reconstructions which 
serve a variety of functions. For example, Campbell ( 1990) 
comments that a notion of tradition is sometimes drawn on by 
dominant social groupings (e.g. men) to justify claims to 
power over subordinate social groupings (e.g. women). In the 
context ofthis paper, the main function of tradition in people's 
accounts of their lives was to justify the older generation's 
claims to authority over the younger generation. 
Transforming notions of respect 
Informants cited respect as a cornerstone of traditional Afri-
can social relationships, particularly respect within the fam-
ily. Implicit in the interview data was a notion of respect for 
older people which prescribed acceptance of the following 
two intermeshed guidelines for young people: 
(I) Young people should recognize the authority of their 
elders and betters. and show obedience and deference to 
them at all times. The older generation is unconditionally 
deserving of such obedience and deference by virtue of 
age. 
(2) Older people serve as valuable social guides for the 
young; parents have knowledge and expertise about the 
world that is a useful resource for guiding their children. 
Younger people should take the advice of older people 
because of their superior wisdom. 
The first aspect of respect described above formed the focus 
of the older generation 's attention. The respondents in this 
group often referred to the disobedience of youths and a 
fai lure to treat their elders with the deference which they 
deserved. The older generation regarded respect as its uncon-
ditional traditional right. Many regarded the erosion of tradi-
tional ways with a combination of anger and distress. 
It is not like our days when we respected grown-up 
people. These days children just go their own way - I 
don't know where they get it from. We respected every 
grown-up person as our own parent. These children are 
not like us ... Previous ways are disappearing in our 
places hut I feel very sorry to see that happening because 
each and erery nation is identified with its traditions. The 
result of leaving ours is that we are nowhere. we lose our 
dignity . . . As a respectful and poweJful nation we are 
eroded altogether. What is left is that we are a nation 
with no identity. (Mr B) 
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For older informants. such as Mr A below, respect between 
generations was a non-negotiable aspect of his very humanity. 
The most important thing is to know each other well. 
without fears, and to respect each other. These are the 
cornerstones of our life. Losing these we don't need to 
regard nurse/res as human beings. (Mr A) 
Youth on the other hand often had little time for tradition. An 
older woman commented as follows: 
The children of today are only interested in progress and 
material gains. and they see traditions as a stumhling 
hlock ... They helie1·e that some of these belief~ are 
intended to put them hac/..wards . .. Books and education 
are on their side. They always quote from hooks and most 
of these activities and beliefs hare been prm·ed wrong 
through hooks. They say that if they heliel'e in these 
traditions they will ne1·er succeed. (Mrs D) 
During the interv iews. youths did not dwell on the first 
component of respect relating to obedience and deference 
towards one's elders. In general, they spoke extremely posi-
tively of their parents, with admiration and often awe at their 
parents' demonstrations of strength and resilience in the face 
of obstacles to the daily survival of working-class families. 
They often spoke with great sensitivity of the sacrifices that 
thei r parents had made for them. Several young people sin-
gled out their mothers in this regard, expressing gratitude for 
their ongoing struggle to hold their family together under 
conditions of extreme poverty, political instability and vi-
olence. 
My mother is my hero ... all that she has strug[?led for 
has been only for us [her children] . .. She has had a 
difficult time and even now she is not free because there 
are so many difficulties. (M8)2 
In speaking of intergenerational relations young people 
tended most often to focus on the second component of 
respect, i.e. a view of members of the older generation as 
valuable social guides. In many cases they did not regard 
elders as such, citing a range of reasons why their parents' 
tried and tested life skills were inadequate guidelines for their 
own lives. According to many of the young people inter-
viewed, their failure to respect their elders in the second sense 
of the word was due not to wilful defiance or bloody-minded 
disobedience (as implied by many elders, particularly men), 
but rather to a more considered belief that the behavioural 
guidelines which their parents sought to teach them were 
inappropriate for the demands of modem social life. 
Youth debating the older generation's adequacy 
as social guides 
In many societies there is enough continui ty between the 
experiences of succeeding generations for the accumulated 
wisdom and experience of the older generation to have a 
significant bearing on the lives of the youth. In South African 
township families of the late 20th century however, many 
members of the older generation feel that social change is 
proceeding at such a rate that youth are faced with situations 
of which they, as parents, have little experience themselves. 
As a result, they feel ill-equipped to advise their children, and 
experience a strong sense of inadequacy and a lack of con-
fidence. Many children reinforce this view, believing that 
their parents, being uneducated. are ignorant and have little 
of value to teach them. 
If you engage in discussion with older people you find 
that they are quite narrow in their thinking - they only 
v~--------~--~------------------------------------~--------~ 
see one side of the ar[?ument and are not interested in 
other sides, and their argume!JfS are quite boring com-
pared to those of boys my age. (M18) 
At one sta[?e I was very negative towards/ather , but later 
I realised that he is very i[?norant, and that nothing can 
he done about this. (M 13) 
During interviews, younger informants devoted much atten-
tion to debating their parents' qualifications as social guides 
in the context of modem township life. On the one hand they 
expressed strong ties of love and loyalty to their parents, as 
well as a keen sense of appreciation of the ongoing sacrifices 
which their parents made for them. 
I think it is a bad thing for children who are educated to 
blame adults as a stupid lot - how can they blame people 
who saved money and lived a humble life in order to see 
their children educated only to be criticized as a reward? 
(MI7) 
On the other hand young informants cited a number of reasons 
why the older generation was poorly qualified to guide them 
in meeting the demands of modem township life. The first of 
these reasons was their rural origins. Many youths made a 
sharp contrast between rural and urban people, referring to 
the relative lack of sophistication of rural people, who were 
often described as "in the dark" or "ignorant." A second 
reason was the older generation's relative lack of education. 
Most township youths are better educated than their parents. 
Educated people have more social status in township com-
munities than uneducated people. 
If you are not educated, the community regards you as 
uncivili:ed. (M2) 
If an educated person has some kind of social function 
and invites uneducated people amongst the guests, they 
tend to make the non-educated people feel separate and 
apart. The one crowd {the uneducated] will spend their 
erening in the tent outside, whereas the others {the 
educated] will spend their evening under a comfortable 
roof. The educated people will be served first, and will 
get everything in good time. whereas those who are 
outside will be attended to later. (M6) 
A third reason that militated against the older generation's 
reliabil ity as social guides was their humble work status. The 
majority of the informants' parents and grandparents were, or 
had been labourers or domestic workers. Such work appeared 
not to be highly regarded by the youth, who tended to have 
upwardly mobile aspirations, structuring their identities 
around their dreams of educational advancement and good 
jobs. 
Finally, several young informants dwelt at length on the 
older generation's lack of political consciousness. In the past 
15 years or so, youth have been at the forefront of resistance 
to apartheid in South Africa. Young informants drew a sharp 
contrast between what they regarded as thei r elders' passive 
acceptance of racial discrimination and economic disadvant-
age, and their own active resistance to these phenomena. 
Young informants ' perceptions of the older generation's 
lack of political sophistication are examined below. Some of 
the more politicized informants referred scathingly to their 
elders' tolerance of their position at the bottom oft he race and 
class hierarchy. 
The old people are scared of the white man. They see him 
as somebody like God they have never seen before. They 
ne1·er saw that what the white person said might have 
been wrong or right, bad or good. lt didn't even occur to 
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them to question anything. The older generation has been 
prepared to accept el'erything the hardest way; they have 
had to struggle for e1•erything they have got. But the 
young people don't wait for hard times. They are always 
active. (M6) 
The youths' insistence that the older generation might have 
had some power to fight against. their social circumstances 
seems to be foreign to many older township dwellers. Several 
older informants articulated their deeply-ingrained sense of 
the powerlessness of black working-class people in compari-
son to the youths' changing perceptions. 
I grew up knowing very well that I was supposed to 
depend on the white person. When the children claim that 
we [black people] are the same as white people, I get 
confused, because I do not know how we can be equal to 
people who are our bosses. (Mrs D) 
The older generation's sense of subordination and powerless-
ness had often taken the form of an attitude of patience and 
passive endurance in the face of suffering. Mrs A referred to 
the fact that in her childhood the possibi lity of voicing protest 
against harsh working conditions on the white farm where her 
family had been tenant labourers for two generations was 
never considered. Farm labourers worked long and hard hours 
for no pay other than meagre rations and a right to live on a 
white farmer's land. A white fanner's power to evict families 
from the farm, leaving them homeless and destitute, kept the 
workers in a state of obedient fear. 
We often worked for months without being given time off 
even to go to church. We never complained because we 
knew our existence would be in danger. Even families 
who were not complaining ·could he evicted overnight. 
We understood those dangers and tried to prevent them 
as much as possible. (Mrs A) 
Such attitudes by older people often strongly contrasted with 
young informants' far more assertive attitudes to their rights. 
A young man described his conflict with his father, who had 
managed to organize an offer of employment for his son in 
the factory where he had worked all his life. 
I would rather be unemployed than go into my father's 
factmy ... there is no union protecting workers- and 
their working conditions are \'ery had as Jar as I know 
... seeing a lot of workers unprotected like that is a pain 
to me, and to be party to the acts of that factory will be 
vel)' painful for me . .. My father is wasting his time if he 
thinks I will end up in that factory. (M 13) 
Against this background of a general lack of faith in the 
viabi lity of elders' world-views, many young people rely on 
competing socializing agents to guide them in their day-to-
day lives. These include the peer group, political groupings 
and the school. Campbell (1992a, 1994) gives a detailed 
account of "competing" social groupings that provide the 
younger generation with alternative recipes for living to those 
of the family, more particularly their parents. 
Declining status of fathers 
The interview data suggested that a complexity of social 
factors had led to a decline in power of adults in the family, 
particularly that of male adults. Historians have pointed out 
that the erosion of African patriarchy has been a long-estab-
lished social process (Beinart, 1982). Some factors that have 
more recently intensified this process are considered below. 
The socialization of African men is such that notions of 
hierarchical age and gender relations are strong and compell-
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ing aspects of their sense of masculinity (Campbell, 1992b). 
African women on the other hand have never had much overt 
power. Intergenerational conflict is therefore often not as 
traumatic for them to negotiate. since they do not expect to 
command the same degree of respect and authority as do men. 
Adult men have traditionally been the guardians of material 
wealth and resources within the community and the family. 
Now many working-class fathers are not able to provide for 
the most basic needs of their families. Regarding decision 
making, the views of older married men no longer hold 
undisputed sway. There is evidence of a decline in the cen-
trality of their roles in shaping community opinion and deci-
sions, particularly in the face of the catapulting of the younger 
generation to the forefront of township events. The declining 
power of fathers within families is examined, first on the 
economic front and second in relation to decision making. 
Decline in father's status: economic factors 
According to informants, one of the foundations of the respect 
and obedience commanded by fathers was their control of the 
wealth and resources of the community and the family. The 
process of drawing rural black people into an urban, indus-
trialized environment as workers has been accompanied by a 
continual decrease in the ability of adult men to exert any 
control over the community's resources. However an expec-
tation still remains that they should control resources and 
ensure that all the family's physical and material needs are 
met. With high levels of unemployment, many men may not 
be working and are thus unable to contribute to the materia l 
support of their families in any significant way. Even fathers 
who are employed often earn too little to meet the family's 
demands. 
Fathers who are unable to support their fam ilies adequately 
are looked down upon, not only by the community at large 
but also by their wives and families. Several older generation 
informants suggested that this situation was a key cause of the 
erosion of respect for adults and of family instability. Mr A, 
a 59-year-old messenger, commenting on this situation. re-
flected, "It is a struggle to make a strong and stable family, 
given poor financial circumstances." 
An informant cited a case of an acquaintance, Mr G. a 
labourer at a local factory who supports ten children and a 
wife who is unable to work because of the demands of child 
care. This worker's earnings are insufficient to adequately 
support a family of 12. Every Friday evening when he returns 
from work with his pay packet. his children hope that they 
will have brought "some refreshments or something nice," 
and his wife hopes that he will have received a long-awaited 
salary increase. However each Friday night the family is 
disappointed. Arguments follow which culminate in the 
father storming out of the house to a local shebeen. His 
drinking problem has become increasingly severe and he 
frequently spends weekends with his girlfriend in town. It 
appears that nei ther Mr G nor his family have any under-
standing of the structural causes of their predicament. The 
family makes endless demands on the husband and father 
which he is unable to fu lfil. 
His wtfe just knows that he is the house owner, and that 
since the old days the father does e1•erything in the family. 
In the old days the mother of the house was seen as one 
of the children. Until people reach that understanding 
that it is the system that does this, the father will always 
he seen as a failure. 
Situations like these trap families into unbreakable vicious 
circles with dire consequences for individual fam ily members 
and the family as a whole. Fathers are vict ims of expectations 
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that they are structurally incapable of fulfilli ng. Their fam ilies 
make demands on the basis of very real needs, then attribute 
his inability to meet them to personal inadequacy. The father 
feels humiliated and emasculated, given that the notions of 
provider, household headship and masculinity are closely 
interlinked in this frame of reference (Campbell, 1989). He 
often turns to drink and other women for consolation. squan-
dering a portion of his meagre salary on these indulgences, 
further embittering his fami ly who interpret these bad habits 
as further proof of his Jack of worth as a father. 
Mr A spoke of the humiliation experienced through his 
inability to support his family. Being unable to fu lfil the ro le 
of breadwinner undermined h is confidence in his role as the 
head of the family and consequently his right to demand 
respect from his wife and children. 
It is a 1•ery sad situation because one e1•en loses the 
respect of one's own family when one is not capable of 
managing the family affairs - to the extent that you get 
embarrassed whenever you are approached for help 
which you cannot offer. At the same time you feel humil-
iated because your family makes comparisons. saying: 
'Our neighbour so-and-so has e1•erything ... why can't 
we ha1·e the same as him ... ,' as if the situation were of 
your own making. Nobody wishes to fail to satisfy his 
family demands. hut it happens when you hal'e a bi!f 
family on a small salary. 
These sentiments, linking ability to provide for one's family 
and respect accorded by the family, were echoed by another 
factory worker, 55-year-old Mr B. 
I always feel/ike a father who is a failure, who is not 
commanding dignity and respect in hisfamil_'r'- because 
I cannot afford to satisfy them in el'erything they ask. And 
the reason is simply that the money I get is not enmtf?h 
for all my children. Employers are very unsympathetic in 
this situation. 
Decline in fathers ' status: political factors 
According to the informants, in addition to their role as 
providers, older men have traditionally played a key role in 
shaping community opinion and decision making. However 
the role of the younger generation in shaping township politi-
cal life in Natal means that their fa thers are no longer auto-
matically the dominant parties in community affairs. This is 
often a source of tremendous conflict. Reference has already 
been made to the youth's perception of their parents' political 
passivity, and to many parents' sense of dismay at the bold 
political aspirations of their chi ldren. Further, major political 
differences between the younger generation and older gener-
ation present particularly severe problems in Natal. Some-
times members of the older generation are more traditionalist 
members of the Inkatha party, while the youth in the same 
family may support the African National Congress party 
(ANC). 
Father still helie1·es in the traditional ways . . . he always 
disa~rees with me ... when! tell him about my 1·iews he 
responds by saying that I am lost. We are not on ~ood 
terms because of this disagreement. He still belie1·es in 
traditional leaders and hopes they will liberate us. (M20) 
In this particular family the father. who was a member of the 
lnkatha party, eventually left home because his wife and other 
children refused his order that they disown their activist son 
(M20. quoted above). 
Several informants indicated a power struggle between 
youth and parents for control of the community. There was a 
vv~~~--------------------------~--------------------------------------------~==~------~~~ 
lack of consensus as to the roles of youth and parents with 
regard to leadership and authority. For many the tradi tional 
definitions of adulthood and childhood were being eroded, 
with no clear alternarives to replace them. Mr P referred to a 
breakdown in the distinction between "parent" and "child." 
He said these terms had lost all meaning for the younger 
generation. 
They no longer know whether we are their parents or 
whether we are all simply on the same level. When we try 
and stress the distinction to them it does not really matter 
because they believe we are not capable of being re-
spected. 
Fathers cling to traditional roles within the family 
The socially sanctioned power of working-class black fathers 
within the family is often the only arena in which they are able 
to exercise any dominance, given their relative powerlessness 
as workers on the lowest rung of the race and class hierarchy 
in Sourh Africa (Campbell , I 990). As a result they fiercely 
cling to their roles as head of the fam ily and resent the growing 
independence of the the younger generation. Campbell 
( 1992b) refers to a crisis in masculinity amongst working-
class African men. Undermined within society, many farhers 
seek to compensate for their powerlessness as black people 
and as workers by asserting their power within their narrow 
family circle. 
In my family I do not have fear, I just instil discipline in 
the way I see fit. My problem is the outside world. It is 
too big for me to sort out. (Mr D) 
Mr B spoke bitterly of his humiliation and powerlessness at 
the hands of an abusive young white supervisor at work. He 
attempted to assert power within his family, which he sought 
to manage according to the principles of the " traditional" rural 
community where he had grown up, where young people had 
unquestioningly obeyed their elders. He appeared unwilling 
to exercise any flexibility in his attitudes to his chi ldren. He 
found their claims to independence profoundly threatening, 
using words such as "bitterness," "anger" and "fear" to de-
scribe his response to the changing role of the younger gener-
ation in township society. In line with his authoritarian 
structuring of the world, his instinct was to call on some 
higher authority to back him up. 
Sometimes I wish that I could ask the gol'ernment to send 
officials to come to my house and pick up all my children 
and heat them heavily, and after having gm that lesson 
bring them hack. I always think that this will he the 
solution to their hehal'iour. (Mr B) 
In clinging so rigidly and defiantly to what is an unworkable 
frame of reference in a rapid ly changing society, Mr B is 
fighting a losing battle. His children certainly fear him and 
his angry outbursts, and keep up appearances of obeying him 
in his presence. However they resent him deeply. Further, as 
soon as he is out of sight they go their own way (often wi th 
the tacit support of their mother). Mr B in turn feels alienated 
and excluded from the fami ly circle, and tends to spend most 
of his leisure time away from home. 
The position of mothers 
So farthis section has focussed on fathers' and grandfathers' 
complaints of declining status within thei r families. What is 
the position of female members of the o lder generation? On 
the economic front, families tend to lay far greater emphasis 
on income-generating abil ity in their assessment of males 
than of females. A woman who loses her job can fall back on 
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her roles as a housewife and a mother. An unemployed man 
cannot do so, and may suffer from chronic "loss of identity." 
Given the partriarchal nature of African social relations, 
historically women do not expecr to have absolute aurhority, 
or to command the unconditional obedience that men do. 
Further, a growing involvement of children in community 
political life is not nearly as shocking and as undermining for 
them as it is for men. Several young informants commented 
that their mothers were more understanding and supportive 
than their fathers. 
I can simply sum up my relationship with my mother hy 
saying that all that I am is through her. She is always 
tolerant of my opinions, and of the things I request. There 
is great understanding and tolerance heMeen us. (M13) 
Further, mothers often appeared to be far more sympatheric 
to the political aspirations of their offspring than their hus-
bands were. 
Education enabled them {the youth} to question things 
like the had conditions we work under and the little 
money we get .. . They do not want to feel the same pains 
that we have had ... Today's children state very clearly 
that they are not like us who tolerated everything. The 
time has come for them, because honestly most of what 
they question is real. (Mrs B) 
They [the youth] scrutinize things ... they understand 
issues involved in education and in this country. One 
example is the free supply of hooks and stationery by 
educational authorities.It is children whofoughtfor this. 
They wanted to know why their situation differed from 
other racial groups. They eventually won .. . They chal-
lenge these things, and we believe they are cleverer than 
us. (Mrs D) 
However, while mothers did not seem to feel as undermined 
by the growing assertiveness of the youth as fathers did, 
reference was made to particular problems faced by mothers 
in female-headed families relating to the problem of disciplin-
ing teenage boys. Certain young men in the sample com-
mented that it was more difficult for mothers to guide or 
discipline teenage sons in fami lies where no father was pres-
ent. Despite the reality that mothers have to play an increas-
ingly central role in family leadership, they are still regarded 
as second-class citizens in a community where patriarchal 
ideals dominate (Campbell, 1989). For example, mothers are 
often not accorded the authority necessary to d iscipline teen-
age sons, who, without rhe stem hand of a traditionally feared 
father figure to keep them in check, often "run wild" as a 
result. 
Mother failed to discipline us teenage boys on her own. 
Boys need a father to guide them.lffather had lived with 
us there would have been a difference. There were many 
times when we took no notice of mother, unlike the notice 
we would have taken of a father. (M7) 
In the old days whenever a child wanted to do his own 
thing he would be threatened by hisfather . .. the father 
would say the last word which would he the deadline ... 
without a father a child will boastfully attend any party 
he likes because he knows very well that his father does 
not stay at home, and he doesn't take any notice of his 
mother. (Mrs E) 
Thus it seems that while mothers find the growing inde-
pendence of the younger generation and the declining auth-
ority of adults within fam ilies less stressful than their male 
counterparts, and depend less on their financ ial abi lities for a 
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sense of status within the family and the community, they do 
face particular problems in attempts to discipline their off-
spring, sons in particular. Given that the number of female-
headed families has increased dramatically in the past two 
decades, this is yet another factor that affects the power of the 
older generation within families. 
Discussion 
It has become common amongst a range of social analysts and 
academics to cite intergenerational conflict within township 
families as evidence of a "breakdown" or a "disintegration"of 
the family. Contrary to this position it is argued here that while 
there is evidence of rapid and marked changes in power 
relations and notions of respect within families , and although 
these changes are often a source of distress and confusion, 
particularly for older family members, such changes are evi-
dence of a "transformation" of family relations rather than a 
"breakdown." 
While the family' s role as an agent of socialization may be 
changing, far from being in a state of disintegration, families 
are weathering the crisis and in general appear to be remark-
ably strong in the face of debilitating social conditions. The 
young informants' references to their own futures invariably 
involved reference to the families that they themselves would 
establish. While the youth in the current study did not gener-
ally regard the family as their most influential social grouping, 
it remained a highly valued grouping. Even though they did 
not necessarily agree with their parents' world-views, young 
people expressed strong ties of love and loyalty to their 
parents, and an appreciation for the sacrifices which they had 
made for them. 
While members of the older generation appeared confused 
and alarmed at changing power relations within families, 
expressing fears that family life would break down altogether 
unless traditional relations were restored, the youth, equipped 
with a wider range of conceptual tools and possible futures, 
viewed changing family relations as part of the wider social 
changes that they would see in their lifetimes. These changes 
were generally viewed with optimism by young people rather 
than with the unease or disapproval of the older informants. 
It should be remembered that in these particular families , 
the members of the older generation had grown up in rural 
areas and had moved to the township as adults, bearing the 
stresses of the rapid urbanization of the South African popu-
lation within their life-spans. This rural-urban transition had 
taken place within the context of an extremely turbulent and 
often violent period in South African history, with the disin-
tegration of the apartheid regime, and the possibility of a 
radical and large-scale re-organization of power relations 
between black and white people. This, together with the rapid 
increase in education and politicization of working-class 
black youth over the past decade or more, have combined to 
create a particularly wide gulf between many young people 
and their elders. It is suggested that many of these strains and 
stresses are specific to the present historical conjuncture, 
where a number of factors have made the rapidity of social 
change as well as disparities in the li fe experience and expec-
tations of old and young more acute than they were in the past, 
or are likely to be in the future. 
For many members of the older generation, particularly 
men, the impact of these changes on their lives had not been 
an easy process. However some older women, who felt less 
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threatened by changing power relations than their male 
counterparts, voiced tentative pride and identification with 
their offspring's independence. Youth had little investment 
in, and often only scant knowledge of the traditional customs 
that played such a large part in shaping elders' reali ty and in 
particular elders' views of family life. Being better educated 
and often more politicized than their parents, and having 
grown up in a society where resistance, protest and debate 
about alternative social forms had taken place on a larger scale 
than ever before, these young people did not experience 
family life as problematic, nor did they share their elders' 
view that family life was in a state of disintegration. 
Conclusion 
Some form of "generation gap" is a feature of a wide range 
of societies in a wide range of historical contexts. Further, the 
form that intergenerational conflict takes will vary as a func-
tion of particular social and historical circumstances. While 
the exceptional rate of social change in South Africa made 
intergenerational problems a particularly salient feature of the 
informants' lives in the late 1980s and early 1990s when the 
interviews were conducted, it is speculated here that the 
severity of the problem could decline as members of the 
present younger generation come to take their places as 
parents and grandparents. 
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Notes 
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as "Mr" and "Mrs." followed by the first letter of their sumames. 
2. Informants in the •·younger generation" group are referred to as M or F. 
depending on whether they were male or female. followed by a number. 
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Abstract 
In this article we contest the widespread 1·iew that the social 
or political consciousness that developed among South Afri-
can youth, as a result of their role in the uprisings of the 
1980s,led them to reject the authority of the older generation, 
in their families and generally. Using the results of a national 
probability-sample survey amon& youth of the four main race 
groups in South Africa, we argue that an assumed political 
consciousness is not a helpful variable to use in under-
standing South African youth and their attitudes towards the 
\'Glues of their parents. We go on to disaggregate "youth" 
accordinf? to parental presence and roles during childhood; 
to find \'Grious and changing patterns of parenting, including 
the importance of grandmothers; and to argue that inter-
generational attitudes among young people differ importantly 
according to these differing formatil'e experiences. 
Introduction 
If youth are to participate in and contribute to development, 
it is vital that they are approached in their own social, psycho-
logical and political context. However in South Africa this 
has not been the case. In the heightened political conflict of 
the 1980s, in which young people played a leading role, it was 
politically-active youth who attracted attention from academ-
ics and journalists, as well as from the main political players. 
From the liberation movements and their supporters came the 
image of the "Young Lions," a generation of highly pol-
iticized young people leading the struggle against the South 
African Police and Defence Force on the township streets. 
From state organs, and popularized by the mainstream media, 
came the obverse image: that of the "lost generation" who had 
boycotted and burnt down schools, who had destroyed their 
own future, and who were instinctively violent and irretriev-
ably delinquent (Seekings, 1993). 
In both instances, differing interpretations of the actions of 
a particular group of young (black) people were ascribed to 
their entire generation. Those who were not politically active 
simply disappeared from view. Through the 1980s, South 
African youth were widely seen to be angry and available for 
violence. The broader social values of youth, their life-styles 
and their aspirations remain largely unexplored and unknown. 
* Address correspondence to 
It is only in the 1990s that this situation began to be chal-
lenged, by a series of publications emanating from a national 
project undertaken by church-based non-governmental or-
ganizations amongst South Africa's youth (Everatt & Sisulu, 
1992; Seekings, 1993; Everatt & Orkin, 1993; Everatt, 1994). 
In 1992 the Community Agency for Social Enquiry 
(CASE) was commissioned to undertake a national study of 
South African youth by the Joint Enrichment Project (JEP), a 
project of the South African Council of Churches and the 
Southern African Catholic Bishops' Conference. CASE con-
ducted a multifaceted research programme comprising a large 
annotated database of relevant material, international field-
work reports (Gevisser, 1994; Budlender, 1994a, b), policy 
position papers on several topics of concern (Everatt & Mil-
ner, 1994; Truscott & Milner, 1994; Hirschowitz, Milner & 
Everatt, 1994; Budlender, 1994b), and a national baseline 
survey (Everatt & Orkin, 1993). All were endorsed by partici-
pants in the Second National Conference on Marginalized 
Youth, hosted by the JEP, and formed the policy basis of the 
National Youth Development Forum. This article is drawn 
from the national survey. 
The results of the survey reflect the feelings and experien-
ces of the approximately eleven million young South Africans 
from whom the sample was drawn. We begin with a brief 
analysis of family background which enables us to assess the 
relevance of attitudes to family and parents. We touch on 
issues of divorce, apartheid-induced separation through mi-
grant labour, the Group Areas Act and other factors. We look 
in some detail at the young people's experience of parenting, 
and then analyse their attitudes towards family and their 
parents, including the perceived relevance of parental values 
and the fai lure of the older generation to set a lead. A final 
section reports on the results of a factor analysis applied to 
the data which suggest that formative experiences during 
childhood might be linked to intergenerational attitudes. 
Relevant indications from the literature 
A strong family background is an obvious possible bulwark 
against externally-imposed discrimination. In South Africa, 
African families have had to withstand the migrant labour 
system, which removed one or both parents from the family 
Dr David Everatt, CASE, P.O. Box 32882. Braamfontein 2017, Republic of South Africa. 
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home for long stretches of time; the government policy of 
forced removals which tore fami lies away from the land and 
communities to which they belonged; the "pass law" system 
which split families and effectively criminalized family life; 
and so on. A whole gamut of legislative acts attacked the 
integrity of the African family. 
Assessing the effects of apartheid on the family has been 
difficult since the African family has been the victim of much 
unreliable data deriving from poor census figures. In addition, 
similar to what has been the case with youth, the African 
family has frequently been analysed in political terms: that is, 
in relation to its ability or fai lure to withstand migrant labour, 
pass laws, and/or forced removals. Beyond these exercises in 
social engineering, little is known of broader generational, 
gender or socio-economic tensions, or changing power rela-
tions within black families. In particular, although much has 
been speculated, little is known of the attitudes of youth 
towards the family or family -related values. 
Simkins has pointed to the growth of matrifocalism from 
the 1960s onwards, and to the increasingly marginal role of 
fathers even when they were present in the household (Sim-
kins, 1986: 26-27). Burman and Fuchs argued that in the 
1980s, despite the absence of reliable national data, "a very 
high rate of family breakdown, if not of state-recognised 
divorces" was taking place among Africans (Burman & 
Fuchs, 1986: 119). It seems apparent that the main replace-
ment of the parental unit are women, whose growing econ-
omic importance and increasing prevalence as household 
heads in the 1980s was noted by Cock, Emdon and Klugman 
( 1986). Jones (1992: 247) used case studies to reveal the 
enormous disruption of family life and the degree of separ-
ation from parents suffered by the children of migrant la-
bourers; again, no detailed contrast was offered with children 
not born to migrant labourer parents. 
More recently, Mamphela Ramphele has described the 
replacement of the extended family with an "economy of 
affection," a network of relationships and financial channels 
which subsidizes the mainstream economy by providing for 
the indigent, the aged and the sick - but at the cost of 
"enormous sacrifices" from income-earners at the centre of 
the networks (Ramphele, 1992: 20). 
The criminalization of family life under the pass laws 
together with the migrant labour system frequently led to 
discontinued parenting. The family unit was put under enor-
mous pressure by the socio-economic strains of apartheid. It 
was also strained by those young people who were children 
in the home but agents of resistance outside of it. The result, 
according to Ramphele, is that "weakened by poverty, over-
crowding, migrant labour and the general sense of worthless-
ness experienced by some adults, the family is not adequately 
poised to cope with politicised and rebellious youths" (Ram-
phele, 1992: 19-20). 
Ramphele argues that the role of children and youth in 
resisting apartheid in 1976 and after undermined traditional 
relations between children and parents, and between pupils 
and teachers. This was compounded by the role played by 
many young people in "policing" consumer and other boy-
cotts in the I 980s. Ramphele reflects a widely-held view that 
the political role of many young people led to a reversal of 
power relations between the generations in the late 1970s and 
1980s, with the result that "children became used to power 
and control, and refused to yield to the authority of adults 
whom they despised- their parents and teachers" (Ramphele, 
1992: I7). 
44 
Methodology 
Prior to drafting the questionnaire used in the survey, 30 
focus-group discussions were held with urban and rural youth 
of all population groups. The fieldwork was sub-contracted 
to Research Surveys, a commercial market research firm. 
Research Surveys also assisted with the design of a special 
sampling frame as the number and distribution of South 
Africa's youth population was not known. The sampling 
frame was to include rural youth and youth resident in the 
former supposedly independent homelands. CASE and Re-
search Surveys estimated South African youth to number 
approximately I 0 724 million, of which 76 % were African, 
9.4 %coloured, 2,6 <,i, Asian. and 11,9 %white. (See Table 
I .) The fieldwork was conducted in November and December 
1992. Stratified area sampling was applied to select 2 200 
youth ( I 200 African, 400 coloured, 200 Indian, 400 white) 
between the ages of 16 and 30 (which is the definition of youth 
used for the purpose of the survey and throughout this article). 
The final questionnaire was administered during face-to-face 
interviews in the language of the respondent's choice. Due to 
their small numbers, coloured, Asian and white youth were 
oversampled. Weighting was applied to the data to ensure that 
the realised sample was representative of all South African 
youth with respect to age, sex and milieu. 
Table 1 
Number of youths (< 30) in South Africa, including 
TBVC states, by population group ( 1992) ( 1000s) 
African Coloured Asian 
Male 
Female 
TOTAL 
4109 
4 046 
8155 
502 
510 
1 012 
Source: Research Surveys (1992}. 
The survey results 
Divorce and separation 
139 
139 
278 
White 
652 
627 
1 279 
TOTAL 
5 402 
5 322 
10 724 
The current situation regarding marriages, as reflected in the 
survey, offers the first of several surprises. The vast majority 
of young people, 87 % in all , come from families whose 
parents have not separated. In tum, all but 7 % of parents are 
married. This covers rural and urban areas with slight dif-
ferences: 90 % of parents living in small towns are still 
together. while 84 ~o of parents living in squatter camps are 
sti II together. 
Differences are also evident across the four race groups. 
Slightly more than one in ten ( 13 %) young people come from 
" broken families." This rate is highest among white youth, 
where almost one in five (17 %) parents' marriages have 
ended in divorce or separation. In contrast, 97 % of young 
Asians come from familie s where the parents are still 
together. Divorces among coloured families stand at 15 1.o and 
among African families, at 13 S'o. 
Apartheid separation 
It is important not to take these figures at face value, however; 
the absence of formal divorce or even of emotional separation 
should not be confused with a childhood in which both parents 
were regularly present. 
Before 1986, South Africa 's influx control legislation 
sought to force out people "surplus" to labour requirements 
in the " white" areas. Thereafter African families were per-
v v~~------------------------------------~------------------------------------------------~ 
mitted in theory to stay together in urban areas. In practice, 
however, the continuance of migrant labour, as well as the 
effects of the Group Areas Act and other legislation, ensured 
that the s ituation did not alter for many African families. 
In addition, poverty determined (and continues to deter-
mine) the fac t that immigrants from rural areas or small towns 
to cities frequently ended up e ither in tiny backyard shacks or 
in squatter camps. However the repeal of influx control legis-
lation did stop the annual arrest of 200 000 to 300 000 Afri-
cans found without their "dompas" (South African Institute 
of Race Relations, 1987 : 336). This afforded peace of mind 
to pare nts. and to chi ldren whose parents may previously have 
simply not come home if arrested in a pass raid. 
Everyone who participated in the survey was born at a time 
when "grand apartheid" was at its height (the youngest re-
spondents would have been born in 1976). Despite the 
changed legal situation after 1986, therefore, a great many 
black children suffered the regular presence of only one 
parent, or the absence of both and the substitution of relatives 
or other adults for blood parents. Although the survey reveals 
only low rates of divorce or separation, we also found that 
about one in three (32 %) young Africans grew up without 
both parents regularly present. This raises questions of par-
enting and caretaking. 
Parenting 
The respondents were accordingly asked a combination of 
questions: whose home they grew up in, who mainly looked 
after them during their childhood, who was in charge and took 
decisions during childhood, and others. They were also asked 
to tell us if they felt they had received as much attention from 
their blood parents as they wanted; how well they felt they 
knew their blood parents; and so on. 
According to the survey results, approximately two-thirds 
(68 %) of South African youth of all races grew up in homes 
where both mother and father were regularly present. There 
are significant racial differences in this area: almost all whites 
(91 %) grew up in a home where both parents were regularly 
present, as did 81 % of Asian and 75 %of coloured youth; as 
we saw above, less than two-thirds {63 %) of African youth 
did so. 
The benefits of growing up with both parents present may 
easily be overstated, and there are obviously confounding 
variables at work, e.g. poorer families are more likely to be 
separated by the migrant labour system. Nonetheless, it is 
worth noting that 73 % of African respondents (79 % of 
respondents of all races) with post-matriculation qualifica-
tions grew up in the home of both parents, while only 59 % 
(58 % of all races) of those with a primary or lower level of 
education did so. 
Caretakers and decision makers 
Both mother and father were cited as the main caretakers 
during childhood by 40 % of all respondents; in the case of a 
furthe r 38 %, the mothers alone had been the main caretaker 
during the youths' childhood. These slight differences are 
reversed among African youth, where mothers alone were the 
main childhood caretakers (in the case of 39 0'o of respond-
ents), as opposed to both parents cited by only 35% of African 
respondents. Fathers a lone were the main caretakers of only 
2 %of African youth, and of the same number of youth across 
the sample. 
Mothers alone were the main caretakers of 37 % of Afri-
cans born in cities, of 38 t;(;, of those born in small towns, of 
41 <;0 of those born in rural areas and of 50 % of those born 
in squatter camps. These variations are small but match 
migrancy patterns, such as the movement of men out of rural 
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areas leaving women to rear children, or by women to squatter 
camps where they head households. 
Although fathers were effective co-caretakers in a minority 
of families, when it came to decision making, they were more 
often cited as equal with mothers. For youth of all races, the 
main decision makers during their childhood were often both 
mother and father. This proportion is highest among white 
youth, 68 % of whom c ited both parents, and lowest among 
African youth, 40 % of whom cited both parents as the main 
decision makers during their childhoods. Mothers a lone 
emerged as the second most important people in this regard: 
for 17 %of white youth they were the mai n decision makers, 
as they were for roughly a third of coloured and Asian youth, 
and for more than two-thirds (38 %) of African youth. In the 
latter instance, as we have seen, women were also far more 
likely to be the main caretaker and household head. 
Figure 1 
Main caretaker during childhood, by age group (African 
sample) 
I Mother El 35 41 I 40 I Mother/father e;) 36 35 I 33 
I Grandmother 0 20 14 L 11 
Grandparents as surrogate parents 
The age cohorts revealed some important changes in pare ntal 
presence during childhood. There was clearly a decreasing 
trend for mothers a lone to be cited as the main caretaker 
during childhood; while this was true for almost half (46 %) 
of 26-30-year olds, it dropped to 35 %for 16-20-year olds. 
The replacement for lone maternal caretaking came in small 
part from both mother and father. This is reflected in the 
middle row of s triped pillars which increased from 33 % 
among 26-30-year olds to 36% for 16-20-year olds. This may 
reflect the abolition of formal influx control. Significantly, 
however, the main replacement for lone maternal caretaking 
appeared to be grandmothers, whose role as main childhood 
caretaker almost doubled from II % for 26-30-year olds to 
20% for 16-20-year olds. 
Almost one in seven ( 15 %) 21 -25-year-old Africans grew 
up in the home of a grandmother (compared with 1 % of 
whites). This increased to one in five (20 %) 16-20-year olds. 
This is most evident among African youth born in rural areas, 
for 4 1 % of whom grandmothers had been the main caretaker, 
presumably fi lling in for mothers who had moved to more 
built-up areas to find paid employment. 
In sum, within the parental unit, the bulk of parenting is still 
undertaken by women . Women frequently head households 
without men prese nt, but the stress of "the double shift"- paid 
employment followed by unpaid domestic work, frequently 
coupled with heading a household- seems to be leading some 
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women to pass much of the burden of child care on to an 
earlier generation of women - their own mothers. In other 
words, the trend described by Cock eta/ ( 1986) remains, but 
now with older women helping to bear the burden. 
Feelings about parents 
We asked respondents to look back on their childhood and to 
share with us their feelings about the parenting that they had 
experienced. The results are shown in Table 2 below. In view 
of the central parenting role played by women, it was no 
surprise to find that almost three-quarters (71 %) of the re-
spondents of all races claimed that they had received as much 
attention from their mothers as they had wanted: 20 % 
claimed to have had "enough" attention and only 9 % claimed 
to have received less attention than they wanted. This trend 
was particularly evident among Africans, 74 %of whom had 
had as much maternal attention as they wanted. For the other 
race groups the figures are 63 % of whites, 65 % of coloureds 
and 67 % of Asians. 
Table 2 
Responses to the statement, "How much attention did 
you receive from your mother/father?" , by gender: fre-
quencies 
African Coloured Asian White 
M F M F M F M F 
As much as I 
wanted 74 47 65 50 67 54 63 54 
Enough 17 24 26 33 28 30 30 32 
Less than what I 
wanted 10 29 9 16 6 16 6 14 
N 101 100 100 99 101 100 99 100 
M ~ mother, F ~father. 
For men, however, the situation was considerably worse. Less 
than half (48 %) of all the respondents claimed to have had as 
much attention from their fathers as they wanted; more than 
a quarter (26 %) said they had received less paternal attention 
than they wanted. These figures have a strong racial skew: of 
African youth, who may have been separated by law from 
parents working in "white" areas, almost a third (29 %) had 
received less attention from their fathers than they wanted. 
Among other racial groups, only one in six ( 16 co for colour-
eds and Asians, respectively, and 14 ('o for whites) felt that 
they had had less attention from their fathers than they had 
wanted. 
As a result, the vast majority (86 %) of youth of all races 
feel that they know their mothers well, in contrast with only 
65 % who feel this way about their fathers. 
"Families should stay together" 
Having briefly sketched the respondents' experiences of and 
adult feelings about childhood and parenting, we now analyse 
youth attitudes towards the fami ly. The respondents were 
presented with a battery of statements (Likert items) to which 
they had to respond on a tive-point scale, from "strongly 
agree" to "strongly disagree." The statements covered atti-
tudes to familial, parental and personal values. 
One ofthe basic issues at question in this article is whether 
the family retains any value to South Africa 's youth. We 
posed the statement, "It 's important that fam ilies stay 
together" to the respondents. The vast majority, 92 %, agreed 
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or strongly agreed; 59 c,o strongly agreed. Whi le this may 
seem an obvious statement to attract support, it is important 
that it does so in the face of the widespread claims of family 
di sintegration and youth alienation discussed above. 
However, family background appears to have had a dif-
ferential impact on the respondents ' attitudes. As we have 
seen, 68 %of youth of all races were brought up in the home 
of their mother and father; only 6 0o rejected the assertion. Of 
the 16% brought up in the home of their mothers, 6 c,o also 
rejected the statement. Interestingly, the statement was re-
jected by 8 % of those brought up in the ir grandmothers' 
home (a total of 13 % ), a very small difference from those 
brought up by their blood parents. Grandmothers, it would 
appear, are both a relatively widespread parental substitute 
and are able to inculcate similar values to blood parents. 
In contrast, the statement was rejected by 17 % of those 
brought up in their fathers' home (2 %). The same pattern 
appears for respondents who had other caretakers during their 
childhood. These results indicate that youth brought up by the 
mother and father, or by the mother alone, and slightly less 
by the ir grandmothers, have similar family-oriented feelings; 
those brought up by the father or other relatives are less 
family-oriented. 
Almost all African respondents agreed that fam ilies should 
stay together. Of the 7 % who disagreed, the highest propor-
tion occurred amongst rural respondents, followed by re-
spondents living in squatter camps; far fewer city or small 
town-dwelling respondents rejected the statement. Those who 
rejected the statement live at the point where apartheid most 
impacts on family life . 
In short, rejection of the assertion that "It's important that 
families should stay together" increases amongst those who 
did not experience a functional family as children; but even 
then the majority of these young people endorse the state-
ment. 
The extended family 
Attitudes towards the extended family were also more posi-
tive than conventional wisdom would lead one to expect. 
More than three-quarters (77 %) of the respondents agreed or 
strongly agreed that young people "have a duty to look after 
their relatives;" 32% strongly agreed with the statement. The 
assertion divided the sample racially, with 80 % of African 
and coloured youth agreeing, and only 56 ~0 of white youth 
doing so. This perhaps reflects the fact that caring for relatives 
in an extended family is neither an economic necessity for 
whites, nor a significant aspect of white culture. 
Youth of all races living in metropolitan areas were slightly 
more likely (17 ~v) to reject the statement than their fellows 
who lived in others areas; an average of 12 % rejected the 
statement. African youth liv ing in small towns were most 
likely (at 88 %) to agree that youth have a duty to look after 
their relatives. This interestingly confirms the pressure to-
wards nuclear families in most urbanized settings, identified 
in industrial societies. 
Attitudes towards parents' values 
Youth of all races seem to have strong family values, endors-
ing the need for family unity and, s lightly less, the support of 
relatives. On specific questions about parental values. how-
ever, matters were less c lear. 
The respondents were confronted with two deliberately 
contentious statements. The first statement was: "My parents' 
values are outdated," which attempted to assess levels of 
predicted generational conflict. Slightly less than half (46 %) 
the respondents rejected the statement, while 31 %agreed that 
their parents ' values are indeed outdated; almost a quarter of 
the respondents responded "Don' t know." 
Amongst those who agreed that their parents' values are 
outdated, a c lear racial gradient emerged, which dropped 
from 33 %of African , through 30% of coloured and 28 % of 
Asian, to 22 % of white youth . The greater incidence among 
Africans of discontinued parenting and separation described 
above may be important in this regard; so may the political 
factors mentioned above. 
The respondents were then faced with a statement which 
suggested political di fferences between youth and elders, 
namely: " In general, o lder people have failed to set a lead." 
One in five, 19 %, found themselves unable to either agree or 
disagree with the statement; the remainder were almost 
evenly divided - 40 % rejected the statement while 41 % 
agreed with it. 
Once again, race was clearly the most significant differen-
tial on this issue. According to Ramphele, young Africans had 
witnessed an " intensification of tension between the gener-
ations, violence within families, and attacks on authority 
structures at home and school" (Ramphele, 1992: 20). This 
does seem to be reflected in the data to a significant degree: 
44 % of African respondents agreed that older people failed 
to set a lead, foll owed by 36 % of coloured respondents and 
35 % of Asian respondents; only 2 1 t;·C, of whites agreed with 
the statement. 
Among African youth, there are few clear demographic 
differe nces on this question: men and women were similar in 
their attitudes, while respondents living in different areas 
differed only very slightly. 
It is interesting to note that there were no significant dif-
ferences on either of these politically-related questions be-
tween youth who are currently members of a political 
organization and those who are not. However a key grouping 
in this regard are presumably those who had been politically 
active during the 1980s but had not maintained their involve-
ment. These young people were not captured as a specific 
category in the survey, and would require detailed qualitative 
analysis (e.g. Straker, 1992). 
Personal values 
The respondents were also required to respond to two state-
ments about their own life-sty le and lived experience of 
particular family-oriented values. The first statement was: 
"People needn ' t be married before having sex." The sample 
was again evenly divided: 43 % agreed that people need not 
be married before having sex but 45 %believed the opposite. 
However at the same time, adhering to or supporting a value 
should not be equated with the ability (or the desire) to live 
up to that value. This became apparent when examining the 
second, related statement, namely " It' s important to be mar-
ried before having children ." The vast majority, 82 %, of 
respondents agreed with the statement; th is included 94 1i~ of 
Asians, 88 1to of coloured, 84 % of white, and 79% of African 
respondents. 
At face val ue, youth seem overwhelmingly to endorse the 
desirability of children being born into a formal fam ily struc-
ture within a wider context of endorsing "family values." 
However 364 respondents, 17 %, had had children without 
being married; of these, almost one in·four (39 t;o) agreed or 
strongly agreed that it is important to be married before 
having ch ildren. The results are shown in more detail in Table 
3 below: 
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Table 3 
Responses to statements on family values (all races): 
percentage distribution* 
Statement Strongly Strongly Don't TOTAL disagree/Disagree agree/Agree know 
It's important that 
families stay 92 
together 
6 2 100 
Young people have 
a duty to look after 77 13 9 100 
their relatives 
My parents' values 
are outdated 31 46 23 100 
In general, older 
people have failed 41 40 20 100 
to set a lead 
It's important to be 
married before 82 14 5 100 
having children 
People needn't be 
married before 43 45 13 100 
having sex 
N = 602 
In some cases percentages were rounded and do not add up to 
100. 
Analysing the results 
The set of statements and their ratings were factor analysed, 
a process in which the relati0nship between the values them-
selves was examined, in order to d iscover if they. would group 
together or not. The results of the factor analysis should be 
treated with some caution, since only six questions were 
analysed; nonetheless, the results were interesting, breaking 
into three distinct variables or "factors." All respondents were 
scaled on a ll three factors, from "high" through "medium" to 
" low." 
The first and strongest factor comprised respondents who 
endorsed family values: youth of all races who agreed that it 
is important that families should stay together, were also 
likely to agree that youth have a duty to look after their 
re latives and that marriage should precede having children. 
This factor saw Asian youth scoring high, while white youth 
scored low. 
The fact that the strongest factor was the "family values" 
grouping can be seen in a positive light, namely that ad-
herence to generally accepted family values has survived 
despite all that apartheid tried to do to the contrary. On the 
other hand the family may be a patriarchal, exploitative and/or 
abusive structure, particularly in rural communities; simple 
assumptions that youth supporting "family values" is positive 
should be differentiated. This is achieved to some extent by 
the second factor, a negative factor, parental failure, where 
those respondents who agreed that their parents' values were 
outdated were also likely to agree that older people had failed 
to set a lead. 
This factor is broken down in Figure 2 by family back-
ground: whose home the respondent grew up in and who did 
the caretaking. The sets of pillars show a steady increase in 
support for the "parental fai lure" factor as youth grew up wi th 
relatives further from thei r immediate family. Those who 
grew up in the home of both their parents (the left-hand 
pillars) split evenly across the scale; only a th ird scored high 
on the factor. Youth who grew up in the home of thei r mother 
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scored predominantly medium or high on this factor; less than 
one in five scored low. Those youth who grew up in the home 
of any other adult re lative scored appreciably higher. 
Figure 2 
"Parental failure" by childhood: "high" score only (all 
races) 
I Home ~~ 48 56 
Caretaker 0 40 53 36 40 32 
The pattern of these results is repeated when the main child-
hood caretaker is examined. The factor analysis serves to 
reveal a pattern not evident before: namely, a clear link 
between endorsing "parental failure" as a broad value and 
family background. 
The view that marriage is an unnecessary prelude to sex did 
not group with either of the two preceding factors, and is 
regarded here as a teenage value. Whites (particularly Eng-
lish-speakers) scored high on the teenage value, as did Afri-
can youth and those youth who do not belong to any religion. 
Conclusion 
The data offered cannot demonstrate causal links between 
childhood circumstances and youth rejection or acceptance of 
family values. Other variables need to be considered; more 
detailed qualitative information would also be important. 
However the existing assumption that generational conflict 
arising from politicization led to a rejection of parental and 
family values seems incorrect as a reflection of current youth 
attitudes. Most young people grew up in two-parent families, 
even if the father tended to be absent more often than was 
comfortable for the children, and thus involved grandparents 
in caretaking. 
Young people value the fami ly as an institution and, espe-
cially among Africans, the extended family. They preferred 
to envisage their own children being brought up in similar 
circumstances. These broad patterns varied with socio-econ-
omic factors. 
By moving towards actually uncovering the lived experi-
ences of young people with controlled samples countrywide, 
we may come closer to understanding South Africa 's youth. 
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